















Making Pushkar Paradise: Religion, Tourism, and Belonging  


















Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of  
Doctor of Philosophy 
























































Making Pushkar Paradise: Religion, Tourism, and Belonging 





This dissertation is based on ethnographic fieldwork in Pushkar, India, a Hindu pilgrimage site 
that doubles as an international tourist destination with an influx of two million visitors each 
year. Here, I explore the massive enterprise on the part of Pushkar locals to build “heaven on 
earth,” paying particular attention to how the articulation of sacred space works alongside 
economic changes brought on by globalization and tourism. Central to my work is an 
investigation of how tourism and global thinking affect everyday life in this pilgrimage site, and 
how Hindu ideas—about religion, identity, and belonging—shape the contours of tourism; the 
goal, then, is to show how religion and tourism are in fact mutually constitutive. In examining 
the entanglements of making Pushkar paradise, I look to a number of different topics: beliefs 
about Hindu universalism and how its principles incorporate people from outside of the Hindu 
fold; ritual repertoires that brahmans perform on behalf of their clients in order to propitiate the 
gods; mythic tales that boast of Pushkar’s greatness, printed in 5-rupee pamphlets or narrated by 
priests at the lake; environmental action taken up by locals worried about lake pollution; and 
guided tours designed to promote the kind of atmosphere where people from around the world 
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capacity for warmth and support has been an enduring source of inspiration for living life—both 
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Stainton, and Michael Taussig. I would like to thank Todd Berzon, Kali Handelman, and Sajida 
Jalalzai for reading individual chapters in various stages of editing, and for helping me to clarify 
and contextualize many of the ideas that form the basis of this dissertation. I am particularly 
indebted to Liane Carlson, who read a number of my chapters at a very shabby stage, and who 
allowed me to ramble about my work over probably too many Happy hours. Thanks also to my 
dissertation committee—Courtney Bender, Katherine Ewing, and Ann Gold—for helping me to 
translate those more difficult ideas locked in my mind into compelling words on a page.  
 I am grateful to a number of people from outside of the Columbia community, especially 
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Hurgobin, Nidhi Vij, Emera Bridger Wilson, and Ian Wilson, all of whom read a chapter and 
helped me to situate my work further within the field of South Asia.  Thanks to Sue Wadley, who 
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 This dissertation would not have been possible without the institutional and financial 
support of Columbia University, the Jacob K. Javits Fellowship, the Fulbright IIE, Columbia’s 
Institute for Religion, Culture, and Public Life, and the Charlotte W. Newcombe Doctoral 
Dissertation Fellowship. In Pushkar, there are so many people to thank. First, I extend my 
gratitude to all the fine folks by Brahm Ghāṭ, who welcomed me and my prying eyes. I want to 
thank the Pandey family, and Hemant Pandey in particular, for making me feel as if their home 
was mine too. Dharma and Ravi Parashar provided generous assistance on a daily basis, in 
emotional and physical sustenance, helping me to push along in my research. I am most deeply 
grateful to Ashok and Madhu Mewara—and their sons Kuldeep and Pradeep—my family in 
India. Their support I will never be able to pay back.  
 I thank my father and mother, Mark and Doreen Thomases, for not being too horrified 
when I decided to study religion, and for encouraging me—despite their worries—to live far 
away, in India. Finally, to Jocelyn Killmer, I owe too much. She has read nearly every page that I 
have written over the past many years, and it is only because of her love that I have managed to 












INTRODUCTION: MAPPING OUT PARADISE 
 
 
October 2, 2012:  
I descended the broad marble stairs toward the lake. It was a bright and cool morning, the 
sky an unbroken blue. A teenager named Vishnu sat on a huge metal trunk selling birdseed by 
the bowlful. Close to the water’s edge, a few pilgrims removed their sandals and tossed seed to a 
flock of pigeons. There were nearly a hundred of the birds, all flapping and strutting as the 
morning’s meal was made available to them. Trying to strike up a conversation, I told Vishnu 
that where I was from—in New York City—pigeons are usually considered a nuisance. He 
countered, saying, “Well, in a future life, I would like to be a pigeon in Pushkar.” “But why?, I 
asked. His answer: “Because Pushkar is heaven” (pushkar swarg to hai).  
November 16, 2012:  
Sitting on my favorite stone bench on Brahm Ghāṭ, I looked out over the water. Far away 
loudspeakers crackled and hummed as they discharged the distorted sounds of a Hindu recitation 
on the other side of the lake, utterances said to transmit positive vibrations out into the ether. 
Reflecting on the recitation, I took out my notebook, the pages stained with chai and oil, turmeric 
and spaghetti sauce. A brahman priest by the name of Mukesh came to look over my shoulder 
and see what I was writing. He feigned interest for a minute, and then asked for the notebook and 
my pen. He wanted to share with me a Hindi couplet he had thought up years before, something 
that brought a wide smile to his dimpled cheeks: 
neem kā ped candan se kam nahīn 
pushkar shahar london se kam nahīn. 
 
The neem tree is no worse than the sandalwood 




February 10, 2013:  
After a long day of wandering around the lake and its surrounding temples, I returned to 
my room and opened my computer. Before committing myself to writing the day’s fieldnotes, I 
went straight to Facebook. Even there, my research followed me like a hungry street dog; 
someone from Pushkar, a brahman and restaurant owner, had posted this picture of the town on 
his Facebook feed: 
 
Figure 1. A picture of Pushkar on Facebook, with the caption reading “our heaven.” 
Nov 20, 2012: 
Nick and I sat at the hotel’s rooftop restaurant as the day’s dust became visible from the 




Hemant, the hotel’s owner, joined us too. We chatted about the fast-approaching camel fair, 
which had brought Nick to Pushkar for the very first time, and which inevitably filled every bed 
in every hotel. Hemant was visibly excited, not just because of the business, but because of the 
opportunity to make new friends from all over: “I really love that I live here, and that so many 
people from all over the world come to this one place.” He sighed and said, “For me, Pushkar is 
paradise.” 
~ 
Pushkar is a Hindu pilgrimage place in northwestern India whose population of roughly 
20,000 bears witness to an influx of two million visitors each year. The town’s fame derives 
from Brahma, the creator god, who eons ago established Pushkar as his home by making a lake 
in the desert and performing a sacrifice there. Thus, while pilgrims come for a host of reasons—
desiring a successful marriage, good grades on an exam, the birth of a son, etc.—most make sure 
to bathe in the holy lake and visit the Brahma temple, the latter known for being the only temple 
dedicated to the creator god in the known universe. Since the 1970s, Pushkar has also received 
considerable attention from the international tourist community, a group that early on was 
composed largely of hippies and backpackers, but now includes visitors from a wide spectrum of 
social positions and religious affiliations. Tourists too come with different goals in mind, from 
seeing Hindu religion and experiencing the annual camel fair, to doing drugs and taking in the 
peace of a small-town setting.  
Thus, it is perhaps a platitude—but a true one—to say that Pushkar is many things to 
many people. But the most pervasive discourse surrounding the town claims Pushkar to be one 
thing in particular: paradise. Call it what you will: heaven, paradise, or “no worse than London”; 




heaven needs some upkeep. That is, paradise cannot exist without the concerted effort to make it 
so, and thus on a daily basis the town’s locals—and especially those engaged in pilgrimage and 
tourism—work to make Pushkar paradise. This dissertation explores the massive enterprise to 
build heaven on earth, an ambition which itself highlights how contemporary Hindu religion 
becomes entangled with the language and values emerging from tourism and globalization. 
Central to my work is an investigation of not only how tourism and global thinking affect 
everyday life in this pilgrimage site, but also how Hindu ideas shape the contours of tourism; the 
goal, then, is to show how religion and tourism are in fact mutually constitutive.  
The Lay of the Land 
The field of pilgrimage studies has become somewhat of a minor industry for those 
interested in the religions of South Asia (Bhardwaj 1973; van der Veer 1988; Currie 1989; Sax 
1991; Lochtefeld 2010; Jacobsen 2013; Eck 2013; Reddy 2014). This is particularly true of 
ethnographic literature, where pilgrimage offers a wide range of analytical possibilities: it 
demonstrates how religion and ritual are tied inextricably to techniques of the body (Haberman 
1994); it amplifies and transforms everyday social formation, in which journeyers’ identities—
like those of gender, religion, and caste—can slide in and out of place (Karve 1962); it provides 
a venue for devotees to express their religious hopes and expectations, whether they be 
soteriological or mundane (Gold 1988; Morinis 1984); and finally, it helps to establish and 
reinforce sacred geographies (Feldhaus 2003). But despite these plural interpretive angles, most 
scholarship on pilgrimage remains written, as Ann Gold has pointed out, from the position of the 
“journey’s destination—the riverbank, the temple town, the lake, or mountain shrine” (Gold 
1988: 1). Gold and others, perhaps most notably E. Valentine Daniel (1984), have done work 




the time than they are pilgrims” (Gold 1988: 2), but this dissertation is very much a part of the 
“destination-centered” majority.  
And yet, as Clifford Geertz has famously stated, “the locus of study is not the object of 
study. Anthropologists don’t study villages (tribes, towns, neighborhoods...); they study in 
villages (1973: 22). Working from this premise, my dissertation does not examine a town called 
Pushkar, but rather a discourse about Pushkar, by which I mean a constellation “of thoughts 
composed of ideas, attitudes, courses of actions, beliefs and practices” that constructs both 
“subjects and the worlds of which they speak” (Lessa 2006: 285). The discourse in question is 
that of making Pushkar paradise, the constitutive parts of which include, but are not limited to: 
beliefs about Hindu universalism and how its principles incorporate people from outside of the 
Hindu fold; ritual repertoires that brahmans perform on behalf of their clients in order to 
propitiate the gods; mythic tales that boast of Pushkar’s greatness, printed in 5-rupee pamphlets 
or narrated by priests at the lake; environmental action taken up by locals worried about lake 
pollution; and guided tours designed to promote the kind of atmosphere where people from 
around the world can feel as if they belong. Thus, this is less a study about the place in which 
these ideas and activities are situated, and more about the people who think and do them.  
At the same time, the people whose lives and words impress upon the following pages do 
not represent all of Pushkar’s population. Due to the discursive parameters stated above, and 
because I am especially interested in the discourse of making Pushkar paradise as it emerges 
within the axis of tourism and pilgrimage, I engage primarily with the people who labor in those 
realms.1 And it is quite an expansive realm, consisting of shopkeepers, hotel owners and staff, 
                                                 
1 By focusing on producers, and not consumers of this discourse, my work pays relatively little attention to pilgrims; 
in this sense especially, my work deviates from pilgrimage studies. For Rajasthani pilgrims in particular, Pushkar is 
considered the tīrthon kā guru (the Guru of Pilgrimage Places), the final place visited before returning home from 




restaurant owners, waiters, cooks, camel safari personnel, taxi drivers, priests, and tour guides. 
Over the course of my research, I did manage to speak with people from all of these groups, but 
overall found that the collaborators who invested their time and effort most explicitly in the idea 
of Pushkar being a heavenly place were, in fact, priests and tour guides. 
Locals often use the English word “priest,” a capacious term which includes both people 
whose primary job involves providing ritual services (pūjā) for pilgrims or tourists at the banks 
of Pushkar lake (called paṇḍās), as well as those who manage and oversee temples (called 
pujārīs).2 I use “priest” throughout the dissertation to encompass the variety that Hindi provides. 
Moreover, whether pilgrimage priest or temple priest, they all come from the brahman caste—for 
many, the only designation of real importance. Within the category of brahman, most of my 
collaborators were from the Parashar subcaste; they constitute Pushkar’s most influential 
brahman group, both as the leaders the town’s most prominent Hindu organization—the Pushkar 
Priest Association Trust—and those who work on some of the lake’s very best real estate.3 We 
will explore Parashars, and their hierarchy within Pushkar, in the coming pages. For now, it is 
important to know that tour guides are largely Parashar brahmans too. And as with priests, 
                                                 
at Pushkar. Pilgrims are indeed an important group; for this dissertation, though, pilgrims remain largely in the 
background, as I focus on those who call Pushkar home. Moreover, there are two works that have already quite 
successfully explored pilgrims and pilgrimage in Pushkar. The first is a Hindi work called Tīrthrāj Pushkar 
(“Pushkar, the King of Pilgrimage Places”) by Pratap Pinjani (2007). While conducting fieldwork, Pinjani surveyed 
300 pilgrims who had come from across South Asia. His chapter four deals with the results of the survey, offering 
valuable information on a huge range of demographics, including their reason for coming, caste, home region, 
income, employment, age, and gender (88-125). The second work is David Gladstone’s From Pilgrimage to 
Package Tour (2005). This book covers the massive topic of “Third World Tourism,” and as such, Pushkar provides 
only one case study in a work that spans five continents. Here, Gladstone asks “to what extent are today’s Third 
World pilgrims leisure tourists, and vice versa?” (173). Thus, he explores pilgrimage and domestic tourism as 
blurred categories.  
 
2 This two-fold designation is probably more prescriptive than descriptive. I met a number of priests who worked in 
temples and performed various rituals at the lake, thus fitting into both categories. Given the fact that no one seemed 
at all perplexed by this situation, it seems clear that such designations are more fluid than bounded.  
 
3 I did conduct interviews with priests and tour guides from outside of the Parashar community, but it was with this 





guides identify more with their caste status than their occupation. The people whom I called 
“guides” would consistently remind me that they were not, in fact, guides, but “brahmans who do 
guiding work.” Throughout the dissertation, I continue to use the term “guide,” knowing well 
that some would refuse—or at least contextualize—such a designation, but also recognizing the 
need to differentiate between various occupations.4   
Brahmans, needless to say, occupy a privileged position within India’s caste hierarchy, an 
institution whose effects not only determine Hindu conceptions of ritual purity, but also lead to 
disproportionate access to education and power. Here is Kushwant Singh discussing country-
wide employment in an article published in 1990, called “Brahmin Power”:  
But the most striking contrast is in the employment of Brahmins. Under the British, they 
had 3%—fractionally less than the proportion of their 3.5% of the population. Today they 
hold as much as 70% of government jobs... In the senior echelons of the civil service 
from the rank of deputy secretaries upwards, out of 500, there are 310 Brahmins, i.e., 
63%; of the 26 state chief secretaries, 19 are Brahmin; of the 27 Governors and Lt. 
Governors 13 are Brahmins; of the 16 Supreme Court judges, 9 are Brahmins... These 
statistics clearly prove that this 3.5% of the Brahmin community of India holds between 
36% to 63% of all the plum jobs available in the country (1990: 19).  
 
This kind of incongruity has admittedly lessened alongside the relative successes of India’s 
reservation policy over the past 25 years, but Singh’s statement still largely holds true. Brahmans 
very much remain part of an elite class across the subcontinent.  
Interestingly, brahmans’ disproportional representation in positions of government 
seems—at least in part—to echo a similar configuration in Hindu studies, a field where 
brahmans receive a great deal of attention despite being such a small minority (Fuller 2003; Case 
2000; Olivelle 2011). There are no doubt specific and non-nefarious reasons for this scholarly 
orientation: textually, brahmans have long exerted a near-hegemonic authority over the Sanskrit 
literary canon; anthropologically, much of modern Hindu practice—in which temple-going and 
                                                 
4 Moreover, although most guides are indeed brahman, not all of them are. Thus, to call all guides “brahmans-who-





the worship of images are so central—remains inextricably tied to the priesthood. In this sense, 
my work in Pushkar follows suit. But what makes Pushkar a particularly interesting case study 
with regard to caste—different, as far as I can tell, from any other place in India—is that its 
brahman population is not, in fact, a minority at all. Throughout my fieldwork, I consistently 
found the town’s priestly presence, with so many brahmans in such a tiny place, to be at odds 
with India’s caste demography. Of course, we have no way to know with any real certainty the 
breakdown of Pushkar’s caste makeup, mostly because government censuses prohibit 
identification by caste. Local reports nevertheless estimate the town to be around 30-50% 
brahman—and to me at least, this seems possible.5 Again, these numbers may not represent the 
absolute, unequivocal, Brahma-given truth, but they do make a case for Pushkar being a 
pilgrimage town where brahmans dominate not only in power and authority, but in numbers as 
well.  
Publishing on Pushkar 
 There is a substantial body of literature on Pushkar, though the vast majority of it is 
devotional in nature. This rings particularly true in the example of the Pushkar Mahātmya6 (“The 
Greatness of Pushkar”), a small chapbook found at a number of roadside stalls in the main 
bazaar, and which narrates the tale of Brahma’s ritual sacrifice at the lake. It is published by two 
                                                 
5 Some collaborators thought it even higher, anywhere from 70%-90%, though this is clearly too high. Some may 
disagree with these estimations—even the more conservative ones, at 30-50%—and see yet another example of 
brahmanical discursive dominance. That is, we cannot know for sure what the brahman population is, so perhaps 
there are members of the brahman community who hyperbolize their own presence. It may also be indicative of 
certain brahmans’ inability to see others, where members of the lower castes are rendered invisible. These are 
distinct possibilities, but I nevertheless find it entirely implausible that the number is anywhere near the national 
average of 3.5%.  
 
6 The more common spelling of the text would be Māhātmya, with the first two syllables being long; however, every 
version that I have seen in Pushkar renders it Mahātmya. When speaking of the local, Hindi text, I will keep the 





local presses—the Bhakti Gyān Mandir and Prakāsh Pūjā Store—and made available in Hindi, 
English, Gujarati, Marathi, and Bengali. The pamphlet is actually a vernacular rendering of a 
Sanskrit text with nearly the same title—Puṣkara-Māhātmya—the latter boasting a more ancient 
provenance.7 Aditya Malik has conducted significant research on the original, offering 
introductory analysis, a critical edition culled from four manuscripts, and a German translation 
(1993). Central here—and in Malik’s other work on the Māhātmya—is that “the ‘character’ of 
the pilgrimage centre can best be determined by paying attention to the interaction of different 
elements rather than laying emphasis on only one aspect” (1990: 203). More specifically, Malik 
argues that the Māhātmya builds a homologous relationship (Verhältnis) between the concept of 
sacrifice (yajña) and pilgrimage (tīrtha), a connection which helps to highlight the importance of 
Brahma’s role as both protagonist of the text and agent of the sacrifice that renders Pushkar a 
holy place (1993: 3).8 Today’s vernacular version highlights this ancient homology too, though it 
also contains decidedly modern features; the pamphlet—called Pushkar Guide in the English 
edition—not only mentions the major legends about Brahma and Pushkar, but also contains rules 
for tourists, information on famous temples, and folk stories about the lake. It includes historical 
accounts, but does not necessarily strive to make a historical argument. Rather, the text—and 
                                                 
7 Malik argues that in order to date more confidently the text’s antiquity, further collation of manuscripts is 
necessary. Based on intertextual analysis of other manuscripts of the period—ones that mention or share parts with 
the Māhātmya—he suggests a tentative and admittedly unsatisfactory range of composition between the 10th and  
17th centuries C.E. (1993: 405-406). 
 
8 In addition to looking at the interaction between sacrifice (yajña) and pilgrimage (tīrtha), Malik is also interested 
in that between vana (“forest”) and kṣetra (“land,” “soil,” “sacred spot”). He sees the relationship as analogous to 
the Turnerian notion of “structure” and “anti-structure,” between the order of sacred space, and the wildness of the 
world around it. Not only that, but “poised midway between the two extremes is Brahmā, who as an example par 
excellence of the wholeness of the vana and the kṣetra, is associated both with creation, water, fertility, the tree, as 
well as with vedic sacrifice and the dharma” (1990: 202). In my fieldwork, terms like vana and kṣetra were not used 
to describe Pushkar and its surrounds. Thus, while I find Malik’s analysis compelling in terms of his textual work, it 





really the broader genre of māhātmya literature—works almost entirely in the service of showing 
how and why this particular pilgrimage site is the very best in the world.9  
 Although not formally in the genre, much of the literature on Pushkar actually possesses 
the characteristics of a māhātmya. These are texts that take as their very premise the idea that 
Pushkar is a truly special place. Such a premise is perhaps unsurprising in the various guide 
books purchased at local storefronts; these guides, with titles like The Holy Pushkar (Prabhakar 
n.d.) or Pushkar: A City of Spirituality and Peace (Raj 2006), are written through a lens of 
romanticism, and for the purpose of establishing the town as an ideal tourist destination.10 This is 
true too of the many coffee-table books about Pushkar, works with huge glossy photos of 
turbaned Rajasthani men who warm their hands by a fire while camels in the background are 
carefully silhouetted by a setting sun. Within the coffee-table category, a favorite title of mine is 
Tripti Pandey’s Pushkar: Colours of the Indian Mystique (2004). The book’s style is high drama, 
as demonstrated here: “What is really captivating in the Pushkar Fair is the light. It almost plays 
to capture the inner soul. The way it appears at dawn and then disappears at dusk is a sheer 
magic” (2004: 72). Indeed, these books tend to use terms like “mystique” or “magic” without 
much reflection, a phenomenon I find not too problematic if the understood inspiration is 
financial profit rather than academic rigor.11 Their desire is to entice, not discursively situate.  
                                                 
9 For further scholarship on the genre of māhātmya literature, see Bakker (1990), Granoff (1998), Hawley (2009), 
and Lochtefeld (2010).  
 
10 Within the same genre of “guidebook,” but making a more explicit gesture toward scholarship, is Vipin Behari 
Goyal’s Tirthraj Pushkar: Insight into the Rural Life of Rajasthan (1997). The book most definitely possesses a 
devotional flavor—and has a section on “Tourist Information”—but also tries to address various topics on Hindu 
religion and philosophy, as well as Rajasthani folk art.  
  
11 There is one exception to the rule, and that is Brahma’s Pushkar (2005), a really wonderful coffee-table book 
with photos by Rajan Kapoor and text by Aman Nath. Nath’s general analysis may perhaps be “māhātmya” in 
orientation, though the book is thoroughly researched and well-written. In the beginning of my research especially, it 




Even works with an explicitly scholarly orientation can—at least in certain places—
replicate the devotional flavor that we see above. While far from māhātmya texts, they share 
some of the hyperbole that characterizes the genre. For example, Har Bilas Sarda’s historical 
survey of Ajmer refers to Pushkar offhandedly as “the most sacred place of the Hindus in India” 
(2007 [1911]: 359). Similarly, Rajani Mishra seems to state as objective truth the idea that 
Pushkar is “one of the most sacred places of the Hindus in India” (1999: 1). But who determines 
the sacredness of a pilgrimage place? How can these things be measured in the first place? I ask 
this not to malign Pushkar as somehow profane—or to rank it differently, as say, the 15th most 
sacred place—but rather to argue that such statements ignore a far more interesting idea, namely, 
that “sacredness” is not in itself inherent. The very idea that Pushkar is “the most sacred 
place”—or that it is paradise—functions within a particular discourse, which is to say, it is 
articulated, negotiated, and argued over. One cannot simply measure “sacredness” as if it were a 
pile of flour. Instead, sacredness is a construct, an edifice built of words and deeds. Thus, 
statements like those of Sarda and Mishra are not as much “flawed” or “problematic” as they are 
a part of that discourse. Said differently, these are māhātmya-inspired sentiments that work 
within the “Pushkar is paradise” paradigm rather than outside of it. This dissertation, then, takes 
as its primary task the interrogation of this discourse, not to disprove it but to situate it within the 
world of human engagement and interaction.  
There are two works of particular import that provide the academic background from 
which my research proceeds: both are dissertations, the first by Sushila Zeitlyn, entitled 
“Sacrifice and the Sacred in a Hindu Tirtha: The Case of Pushkar, India” (1986); the second is 
Christina Joseph’s “Temples, Tourists, and the Politics of Exclusion: The Articulation of Sacred 




show the extent to which tourism has increasingly shaped Pushkar’s religious landscape since its 
introduction in the 1970s. Submitted in 1986, Zeitlyn’s dissertation focuses on Pushkar’s 
dominant caste group, the Parashar brahmans, and the ways in which their ritual repertoires—
including worship (pūjā), sacrifice (yagya), and giving (dān)—play a role in how they perceive 
both themselves and their town.12 Very much of its era, and following the norms of anthropology 
in South Asia at the time, Zeitlyn’s work finds a conceptual comfort zone in exploring issues of 
caste, kinship, and life-cycle rites. It mentions tourism only in passing, and makes no attempt to 
grapple with broader discourses connected to politics or the economy. But we would be hard-
pressed to fault Zeitlyn for being a product of her time. Rather, I take her omission of any 
extended conversation on tourism as an indication that priests were once sufficiently extricated—
or, at least articulated some kind of extrication—from the realm of tourism.13 Given the current 
state of affairs, such a separation is impossible.  
In quite a different light, Joseph positions her dissertation as an exploration of Pushkar 
“from a spatio-political perspective” (1994: 2). Hers is a Foucauldian approach through and 
through, asserting the fact that “relations of power need to be addressed in a study of a 
pilgrimage center” (16). Joseph sees a “politics of exclusion” whereby certain actors—in 
particular, the powerful contingent of Parashar brahmans—idealize a Pushkar protected from 
other groups. These excluded groups vary depending on the context, but largely come from one 
of two communities: first are tourists, who elicit animosity for their drug use, their skimpy 
                                                 
12 Zeilyn later published an article based on her dissertation research, in 1988. Entitled “The Construction and 
Reconstruction of Pushkar,” the article rehashes her dissertation’s—and Malik’s (1993)—main argument: “it will be 
argued here that the Hindu concept of the tirtha is inextricably linked to the idea of sacrifice. Two myths concerning 
the creation and recreation of Pushkar are considered and compared” (1988: 41).   
 
13 Zeitlyn’s dissertation was submitted in 1986—several years after the birth of tourism there—though she does not 
mention the specific years of her fieldwork. Nevertheless, she mentions tourism and tourists, albeit briefly, on pages 




clothes, and most broadly, for transforming Pushkar into a den of secular iniquity; second are 
brahmans from smaller and less dominant caste groups, who compete with Parashars 
economically and politically. For the moment, we can bracket the conversation regarding 
tourists, whose relationship with the Parashar brahman community has changed considerably 
since the time of Joseph’s fieldwork, and which I will address in much greater length in both 
chapters one and four of this dissertation. The latter exclusion, however—between rivaling 
brahman subcastes—requires more immediate attention.  
On this topic, Joseph addresses the geographical division of Pushkar into two parts, baṛī 
bastī (big neighborhood) and choṭī bastī (little neighborhood). As the largest subcaste in 
Pushkar, Parashars claim themselves to be the town’s original inhabitants, taking up baṛī bastī—
with its prime lakeside real estate—as their own. Choṭī bastī, on the other hand, comprises a 
smaller section of the lake, and its brahman inhabitants come from a number of different 
subcastes. Parashars are better equipped to possess unity of vision in matters both social and 
political, especially when compared to the brahmans of choṭī bastī with their tiny and fragmented 
communities, agreeing only on their mutual distrust of Parashars.14 Far into the past, tensions 
between the two bastis were unabashedly violent. In 1810, Colonel Broughton reported an 
annual tradition of cross-neighborhood beatings during the festival of Holi, when “the 
inhabitants of Bara Moohulla [baṛī bastī] make a regular attack upon those of the other quarter, 
who repel them as well as they can with stones and sticks” (Joseph 1994: 95). Although Joseph 
                                                 
14 Importantly, these two neighborhoods are not exclusive to brahmans. People of various castes live in both the 
bastīs, and interestingly, there have been instances of non-brahman rivalries between the two neighborhoods (Joseph 
1994: 96). As for choṭī bastī, there are brahmans of various surnames; popular among them are—in my 





finds this kind of violence to represent acts of days long gone, she maintains that the politics of 
inter-basti relations were central to life in Pushkar over the course of her fieldwork.15   
While Joseph makes an important scholarly contribution in addressing how the 
articulation of sacred place is shaped by discourses of power and politics, she founders when it 
comes to the topic of religion. For example, in her introduction she refers to the political 
“manipulation” of religious sentiments: 
The resulting ethnographic account examines the composition and articulation of sacred 
space at a Hindu pilgrimage center through the religious activities and the political 
discourse of its residents. Central to this concern is the political manipulation of popular 
religious sentiments to construct or valorize the notion of an ideal Hindu sacred space 
which legitimizes exclusions of social groups at various levels (my emphasis)(1994: 1-2). 
 
In the field of religious studies, “manipulation” raises some red flags. As an object of 
manipulation, religion comes to function as a tool—like a wrench or a hammer—which is to say, 
only a means to an end. In this model, religion is merely used to accomplish something, and then 
either discarded or put away. But religion does not work that way. Contrary to what we hear so 
often in the news media, religion cannot be used (or misused, for that matter). Why? Because for 
people who call themselves religious, religion is a constitutive element of their identity.16 Yes, 
religion can provide a vocabulary from which political action can follow, but this in no way 
implies that the people who claim to do things in the name of religion are dissembling or 
somehow being manipulated. And again, the issue of manipulation is in no way peripheral to 
Joseph’s work as a whole: “central to this concern is the political manipulation of popular 
religious sentiments” (2). Thus, the major problematic of Joseph’s dissertation is that in her 
                                                 
15 I thought to pursue this topic in my own work, but brahmans from both sides repeatedly insisted that these 
tensions no longer existed. It is difficult to determine whether these were objective statements of truth, or if 
collaborators in their own interest decided to downplay tensions within the town. I assume it to be a combination of 
the two, in that inter-basti relations are likely healthier than they once were (though certainly not perfect), and locals 
were also probably hesitant to share with me these potentially embarrassing problems.  
 
16 This is not to say that religious people are always religious—in every moment, decision, and action—but rather 




effort to address how the construction of sacred space can be tied to discourses of power, she 
forgets that religion has power of its own.  
While engaging with material and topics quite similar to those of Joseph, my dissertation 
aims to offer a different approach to the study of religion. I hesitate to put forward a definition of 
religion—which would be necessarily insufficient—but instead want to affirm religion’s capacity 
to be both self-standing and shaped by other spheres of influence. Picture this: a thicket of trees 
with branches intertwined. In places, the trees are separate and distinct—call them “religion,” 
“politics,” “economics,” etc.—but in other places the branches grow completely together, the 
space between them erased. Botanists have a complicated word for this growing together, 
“inosculation,” but the image is clear: trees can simultaneously stand by themselves and become 
indistinguishable from others. With this kind of model, we work away from the argument—as 
exemplified by Joseph, but replicated in many other places—that religion is “just a matter of 
politics” or “just a matter of economic interest.” But we also avoid the argument that religion is 
somehow entirely unique and separate, a pristine experience untouched by the outside world.17 
This is a middle path approach. The next question, then, is what this growing together—more 
specifically, this inosculation of religion, tourism, and globalization—looks like in the project of 
making Pushkar paradise. We turn to that now.  
Sacred Geographies, Religious Economies 
 It is probably clear by now that the stakes of our debate claim conceptual territory in the 
study of “sacred space.” For Mircea Eliade, whose work pioneered the study of sacred space, the 
term refers to the world set apart from profane existence: 
                                                 
17 For a critique of the idea that religion is unique and separate—otherwise called “sui generis religion”—see 




For religious man, space is not homogenous; he experience interruptions, breaks in it; 
some parts of space are qualitatively different from others. “Draw not nigh hither,” says 
the Lord to Moses; “put off thy shoes from off thy feet, for the place whereupon thou 
standest is holy ground” (Exodus, 3, 5). There is, then, a sacred space, and hence a strong 
significant space; there are other places that are not sacred and so are without structure or 
consistency, amorphous... For it is the break effected in space that allows the world to be 
constituted, because it reveals the fixed point, the central axis for all future orientation. 
When the sacred manifests itself in any hierophany, there is not only a break in the 
homogeneity of space; there is also revelation of an absolute reality, opposed to the 
nonreality of the vast surrounding expanse. The manifestation of the sacred ontologically 
founds the world. In the homogenous and infinite expanse, in which no point of reference 
is possible and hence no orientation can be established, the hierophany reveals an 
absolute fixed point, a center” (1957; 20-21). 
 
Thus, a “hierophany”—meaning, a manifestation of the sacred—actually creates the world, and 
thus the location where that hierophany takes place provides a center from which the world can 
find its true orientation. Eliade’s summary what he takes to be sacred space—as well as his 
overall project, described elsewhere as reaching for “a deeper knowledge of man” (Eliade 1969: 
3)—no doubt reads as being a little outmoded. At the same time, Eliade’s phenomenological 
focus on the experience of the insider means that his thoughts align quite nicely with the way 
religious people themselves talk about sacred space. For example, when brahmans tell stories 
about Pushkar being a place made sacred by Brahma’s appearance and consecration there, they 
make meaningful Eliade’s talk about hierophany.  
Still, Eliade’s theories have faced considerable criticism (Pahl 2003). Indeed, although an 
impressive agent of big picture thinking—seemingly a lost art in religious studies—Eliade was 
also guilty of the kind of sweeping statements that carried the stamp of essentialism. As Jonathan 
Z. Smith has noted, within the various religious traditions that Eliade explored regarding sacred 
space, “there are distinctions and differences here that cannot be so readily relaxed” (1987: 14). 
Offering an option that seeks to steer clear of Eliade’s essentialisms, Smith shifts the 
conversation toward a discourse of ritual: 
Ritual is, first and foremost, a mode of paying attention. It is a process for marking 




component of ritual: place directs attention...Within the temple, the ordinary (which to 
any outside eye or ear remains wholly ordinary) becomes significant, becomes “sacred,” 
simply by being there. A ritual object or action becomes sacred by having attention 
focused on it in a highly marked way. From such a point of view, there is nothing 
inherently sacred or profane. These are not substantive categories, but rather situation 
ones. Sacrality is, above all, a category of emplacement” (1987: 103-104).  
 
The ritual component of sacred space echoed in my own observations from fieldwork, and 
especially so when it comes to the topic of locals cleaning up Pushkar lake; I will explore this—
and engage in a more lengthy conversation on “the sacred”—in the second chapter.   
But beyond ritual there are other factors too; as Joseph contends, we must also see in the 
creation of sacred space factors related to power. David Chidester and Edward Linenthal are 
particularly insightful on the issue: 
Sacred space is inevitably contested space, a site of negotiated contests over the 
legitimate ownership of sacred symbols... Power is asserted and resisted in any 
production of space, and especially in the production of sacred space. Since no sacred 
space is merely “given” in the world, its ownership will always be at stake. In this 
respect, a sacred space is not merely discovered, or founded, or constructed; it is claimed, 
owned, and operated by people advancing specific interests” (1995: 15). 
 
This statement helps to support and give texture to my dissertation’s most basic premise, namely, 
that Pushkar becomes paradise not because of some timeless truth, but through the actions of 
historically situated people who negotiate its terms, articulate its borders, and claim ownership 
over it. Joseph’s research, although not expressed in exactly this way, aims to investigate these 
contestations as they appear in “political discourse” (1994: 2). In fact, many bookshelves across 
the academy creak and groan from the weight of great works exploring religion and power. 
While I do not shy away from discussions of power or politics, my focus here is somewhat 
different. I explore how sacred geographies become redrawn not because of political power, but 
in light of the economy. More specifically, my project finds most urgent the various ways in 
which tourism—as an economic and cultural expression of globalization—becomes gathered into 




 “Globalization” has in some ways become a term too broad to mean anything. As the 
buzzword par excellence of contemporary scholarship, it encompasses so many interpretative 
and analytical possibilities that one stumbles to find solid ground. But this is likely due to its 
huge successes, both in the sense that its effects are felt in basically every nook and cranny of the 
contemporary world, and because of its theoretical ramifications throughout the academy, where 
scholars have employed the vocabulary of globalization to show how cultures are far more fluid 
and far less bounded than once assumed (Hannerz 1990; Appadurai 2001; Croucher 2004). But 
what does it mean? Ted Lewellen offers a helpful, albeit expansive definition of the term: 
“Contemporary globalization is the increasing flow of trade, finance, culture, ideas, and people 
brought about by the sophisticated technology of communications and travel and by the spread 
of neoliberal capitalism, and it is the local and regional adaptations to and resistances against 
these flows” (2002: 8)(emphasis in original).  
 Within the context of India, however, globalization is most explicitly linked to a series of 
reform policies—started in the mid-1980s and further advanced in 1991—that opened the Indian 
economy to the global market (Lukose 2009). As is commonly done, I refer to these policies in 
toto as “liberalization,” an economic shift that led to reduced tariffs on foreign goods, the growth 
of the private sector, and increased wealth within the Indian middle class. As with globalization, 
liberalization involved—and in fact, continues to involve—repercussions far beyond realms of 
the economy. Religion, culture, language: these all undergo changes in the context of a wider and 
wilder world. Pushkar, for its part, was early in its encounter with globalization, as international 
tourism there preceded liberalization by about a decade. Still, we can see from the significant 
increase in the number of international tourists coming to Pushkar over the years—with 7,902 in 




of tourism seems to emerge alongside, and entangled with, broader economic gains brought on 
by liberalization. These are things that grew together. 
 So what have these changes meant for Pushkar? One of the most obvious, surface-level 
consequences has been the increased visibility and availability of foreign goods: Nike shoes and 
Levi’s jeans and Range Rovers and Diet Coke. Individually, the fact that such items are now 
available in India seems not so consequential. But collectively, the explosion of foreign goods—
and the subsequent prominence of “Western” fashion trends—have increasingly linked identity 
formation with consumerism; that is, people more and more come to associate their very 
personhood with the things that they can buy.18 Moreover, in Pushkar and elsewhere, these 
processes most clearly impact youth culture. Ritty Lukose refers to these young consumerists as 
“liberalization’s children.” In her fascinating ethnography based in Kerala, Lukose explores “the 
workings of globalization among young people who are on the margins of its dominant 
articulations yet fully formed by its structures of aspiration and opportunity” (2009: 3). In 
Pushkar, where tourism functions as a manifestation of globalization—but without the affluent 
subculture of India’s major cities—young priests and guides in their late teens and twenties 
similarly experience the globalized world from the periphery. My work does not focus 
exclusively on youth, but a majority of my informants were, in fact, between fifteen and thirty. 
And as people who have never known their town without tourism, they see Pushkar—and their 
working within it—as inextricably shaped by a global presence.  
                                                 
18 There are a number of works that make these kinds of connections, linking together liberalization with the 
emergence of a new identity and class consciousness—specifically that of the “new middle classes” (Lange and 
Meier 2009)—based on consumer culture (Liechty 2003; Lukose 2009; Donner 2011). This body of literature does 
not suggest that people did not consume goods prior to liberalization, but rather that the type of unprecedented 





 The next issue, then, is how religion plays a role in all of this. Although there is a 
growing and increasingly complex body of scholarship on the intersection of tourism and 
religion,19 the literature can be roughly divided into two groups. Inaugurated by Turner and 
Turner’s Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture (1978), the first group focuses on the 
structural similarities between pilgrimage and tourism.20 The debate tends to gravitate toward a 
typology of these two central identities—pilgrims and tourists—and sets out to determine 
whether the two exist on a continuum, are starkly different, or are one and the same (Cohen 
2004; Olsen 2010).21 The second group, however, downplays the search for a perfect typology 
and seeks instead to explore the interface of religion and tourism “on the ground.” It is to this 
group and its attendant issues that we turn.  
When scholars approach the interaction of religion and tourism, it is only rarely from the 
discipline of religious studies (Vukonić 1996; Bremer 2004; Stausberg 2011), and often in the 
language of negative “impact.” This perspective is not inherently problematic, but in the case of 
religion tends to imply the profaning of a once sacred site (Pfaffenberger 1983; Gupta 1999). 
                                                 
19 With regard to India, the body of literature on religion and tourism is fairly small, though there are a number of 
notable contributions. Here are just a few: Doron (2005); Joseph (2007); Shinde (2007, 2008); and Lochtefeld 
(2010).  
 
20 See, for example, the special issue of Annals of Tourism Research (Vol. 19, 1992) on “the relationships between 
two types of travel—pilgrimage and tourism.” For a more contemporary analog, see Badone and Roseman’s edited 
volume (2004).  
 
21 In a certain sense, this is a conversation where every scholar of tourism has to offer her own position. In Pushkar, 
locals maintain a fairly strict dichotomy: tourists are foreign, pilgrims are not. But as mentioned earlier, David 
Gladstone (2005) explores how pilgrimage and domestic tourism are, in fact, blurred categories. This is because of 
the fact that “pilgrims,” which is to say Hindu travelers, come from a huge range of class positions, and visit 
Pushkar for a number of different reasons—some religious, some not. There are also native Indians who come to 
Pushkar but are not Hindu; for them especially, the designation of “pilgrim” fits poorly. Moreover, there are 
international visitors—say, Non-resident Indians (NRI) or non-Indian Hindus—who come to Pushkar for religious 
reasons. Here, no organizational paradigm is perfect, and thus I hesitate to make specific definitions for these terms. 
Throughout the dissertation, I try to be as specific as possible— using terms like “international tourists” or 
“domestic tourists”—but when I use the non-specific “tourist,” I am using the local definition, and thus referring to 





Take, for example, the work of Erik Cohen, a major figure in tourism studies, and one who sees 
tourism and religion as “both closely related and diametrically opposed modalities of conduct” 
(2004:147). Their opposition, Cohen claims, is based on the distinction between pilgrimage and 
tourism, and more specifically the idea that whereas pilgrimage entails a sacred search towards 
the center of one’s religious life, tourism is a secular quest in search of the other.22 Given this 
distinction, tourism’s impact on a religious site or pilgrimage center is “generally a secularizing 
one—a weakening of the local adherence to religion and of the belief in the sacredness and 
efficacy of holy places, rituals, and customs” (2004: 156). Pushkar, with its incredibly palpable 
atmosphere of religiosity as well as its ever-increasing popularity as a Hindu pilgrimage site, 
serves as an obvious counterexample to an admittedly generalizing statement. More importantly, 
Cohen’s argument implies a layering of dichotomies that is equally common and misleading: 
religion becomes purity, and tourism becomes danger. In such a formulation, tourism assumes 
the role of corrupting force; religion remains something pure, and yet always subject to outside 
defilement.23 It is this supposedly diametrical opposition that—as we will see in future 
chapters—makes tourists and outsiders so wary of priests making money while promoting 
religious egalitarianism and belonging. But as Russell McCutcheon reminds us, religion cannot 
be some “private affair” held apart from the effects of historical, social, or economic change 
(2001: 5). We know that religion is in the mix—has always been in the mix—but we must 
redouble our efforts in rejecting the idea that such mixing is somehow a bad thing.  
                                                 
22 The notion that pilgrimage constitutes a sacred search toward the center is not Cohen’s originally. See, for 
example, Mircea Eliade (1969); Victor Turner (1973). Admittedly, Turner’s center is actually the “center out there,” 
but only insofar as pilgrimage often requires that people leave their home to find their religious center.  
 
23 Tourists themselves have internalized this attitude, made most explicitly manifest by the fact that so few want to 
admit that they are, in fact, tourists. Instead, people call themselves travelers or backpackers, or claim to have 





Thus, the interface of religion and tourism cannot find honest representation in a model 
of opposition, but in a model of entanglement, inosculation, and co-production. This means, of 
course, that the articulation of sacred space necessarily works alongside economic changes 
brought on by globalization and tourism. In Pushkar, such changes generate both a stronger 
consumer base and a heightened sense of “global thinking,” by which I mean an awareness of the 
fact that different people exist across the world, and that a certain degree of interconnectedness 
binds them all. The extent to which locals exhibit such a global awareness, and nurture this sense 
of interconnectedness, will become especially apparent in the first chapter. Still, it is perhaps too 
easy to say that “tourism does xyz” to a certain place; the more challenging question is what a 
place—its people and culture—can do to tourism. As mentioned earlier, what I seek to explore 
throughout the dissertation is not only how tourism shapes Hindu life in Pushkar, but also how 
Hinduism shapes what tourism looks like. In this religious economy,24 we will come to see that 
here tourism has a decidedly Hindu flavor. But more than that, I aim to show that the very 
structure of tourism in Pushkar is mediated by Hindu ideas regarding religion, identity, 
community, and belonging. 
Methods 
 Research for this dissertation spanned from 2008 to 2014, a period over which I spent 
some 29 months living in India. I picked Pushkar as my field site in 2008 while participating in 
the American Institute of Indian Studies’ Advanced Hindi Program in Jaipur. Over that year, I 
                                                 
24 When referring to a “religious economy,” I simply aim to underline the fact that economic concerns can be 
guided by religious ideas and identities. There is, however, another definition of the term, as highlighted by Nile 
Green in Bombay Islam: The Religious Economy of the West Indian Ocean, 1840-1915 (2011). Here is Green on the 
subject: “The general principle of such analysis is that the complexities of religious activities and interactions are 
like commercial activities and interactions in their capacity to be rendered intelligible through the interpretive model 
of economy” (9). In this model, religious economies provide a “market” of “customers,” in which supply and 




visited Pushkar every few weeks, familiarizing myself with the area and establishing contacts. 
More sustained fieldwork began in the summer of 2010, when I lived in Pushkar for two months. 
This was followed by another eight months in 2012-2013. During the next academic year, 2013-
2014, I lived again in Jaipur while traveling to Pushkar every two weeks. That year, I spent a full 
month in Pushkar around the time of the camel fair—ending on the full moon night of kārtik 
(Nov. 17)—in order to have witnessed the town’s main event twice. All together, I have seen 
Pushkar in every season, made and renewed contacts with people throughout the years, and 
celebrated holidays often twice, sometimes three times, with those who have steadily become 
friends and family.  
 But what does this mean? What are the real meat and potatoes—or, in Pushkar’s 
vegetarian context, lentils and potatoes—of ethnographic fieldwork? Like the number of Hindu 
gods, sometimes purported to be neither more or less than the total number of Hindus on the 
planet, field methods are unique to each ethnographer and each ethnographic context. 
Nevertheless, there exists a body of work that streamlines this complicated reality, offering terms 
and classifications in order to organize, categorize, and often, to emphasize the “science” part of 
“social sciences.” I have no qualms with this scholarship, some of which was a tremendous help 
when I first decided that this thing called “ethnography” was what I wanted to do, but such 
classificatory paradigms fail to convey the reality—and most importantly, the simplicity—of my 
fieldwork experience. For me, fieldwork in Pushkar involved two primary activities: walking 
around and hanging out. 
 In thinking about walking—its significance and pleasures—I am interested in the concept 
of the flâneur. French for “stroller” or “saunterer,” the flâneur and its attendant gerund, flânerie, 




(Benjamin 1999; Buck-Morss 1989; Solnit 2001). The concept has managed to evade any agreed 
upon definition (Solnit 2001: 198), though perhaps the most popular summary of the flâneur was 
offered by Charles Baudelaire in “The Painter of Modern Life” (2010 [1863]):  
The crowd is his element as the air is that of birds and water of fishes. His passion and 
profession are to become one flesh with the crowd. For the perfect flâneur, for the 
passionate spectator it is an immense joy to set up house in the heart of the multitude, 
amid the ebb and flow of movement, in the midst of the fugitive and infinite. To be away 
from home and yet feel oneself everywhere at home; to see the world, to be the centre of 
the world and yet remain hidden from the world—such are a few of the slightest 
pleasures of those independent, passionate, impartial natures which the tongue can but 
clumsily define. The spectator is a prince and everywhere rejoices his incognito. The 
lover of life makes the whole world his family (9). 
 
I harbor no illusions about being the “perfect flâneur”—and there are no doubt discrepancies 
between ethnographic fieldwork and flânerie25—but the idea remains a compelling one. In 
particular, my experience of fieldwork resonates well with the goal of being a “passionate 
spectator” who, although away from home, tries to feel “everywhere at home”—to be, in the 
words of Edgar Allan Poe’s short story, “the man of the crowd” (Poe 2000).   
 Moreover, it is the strolling that really matters. “In 1839,” Walter Benjamin writes, “it 
was considered elegant to take a tortoise out walking” in the arcades of Paris (1999: 422). Such 
an image “gives us an idea of the tempo of flânerie” (1999: 422). An extreme response to the 
bustle of modernity, the flâneur literally slows down to a turtle’s pace. In Pushkar, I would 
sometimes envision myself with a turtle leading the way, a self-imposed regime of engaged 
sauntering.26 In the beginning of my fieldwork especially, I walked slowly and without a 
destination. Walking without a destination does not, of course, imply that my wandering was 
aimless. The flâneur, as Benjamin famously states, is one who “goes botanizing on the asphalt” 
                                                 
25 For example, the ethnographer does not seek to “remain hidden from the world,” but rather wants to engage 
directly with it. The participant-observer is not necessarily a fly on the wall.  
26 By referring to the flâneur, I am not trying to make any connection—implicit or explicit—between Pushkar and 
nineteenth-century Paris. Rather, the concept of flânerie simply supplies a theoretical language through which I can 




(Buck-Morss 2006: 37). While Benjamin—in a fashion that is really his own—offers the reader 
this fascinating image, but moves on without explication or analysis, we might infer that 
“botanizing on the asphalt” suggests the exploratory and investigative aspects of flânerie. As 
such, a flâneur graces the pavement with an eye for discovery.  
 But the ethnographer must be more than a flâneur. To ride the wave of a crowd is not in 
itself sufficient for the purposes of fieldwork; we must also stop, and talk, and listen. In the case 
of Pushkar, this was fairly simple. If a foreigner wanders around Pushkar long enough, walking 
at a turtle’s pace and sporting a mustache, people begin to take notice. Locals would call from 
their shops and offices, inviting me over for chai. Initially, I was perceived as a tourist, 
something I now see as only a mild annoyance when compared to ethnographers who feel 
compelled to persuade their informants that they are neither government officials nor intelligence 
agency spies (Joseph 1994: 25). But the fact that I spoke Hindi and was researching religion in 
Pushkar was usually sufficient to be invited a second time. Some relationships would fizzle out 
or never really take off, but several expanded into massive networks, as friends and co-workers 
and family members volunteered to help me in my work. Amazingly, this simple act of sitting 
and chatting with chai—repeated over and over again until I shook from the caffeine—served as 
my initiation into the field. James Clifford—and later, Clifford Geertz—referred to this whole 
process as “deep hanging out” (Clifford 1997: 56).  For Geertz especially, “deep hanging out” 
provides the methodological backbone to anthropology, a discipline whose contours push further 
and further from the center. “If fieldwork goes,” he declares, “the discipline goes with it” (2000: 
110).   
There is an interesting corollary to “deep hanging out” in India, not applied to the ivory 




the time,” a term used with incredibly regularity throughout North India, and which carries a 
number of connotations. In his book Timepass, Craig Jeffrey explores educated and unemployed 
young men in Uttar Pradesh, and what he calls the “politics of waiting.” In these instances, 
timepass constitutes an act accompanied by a certain desperation—about job opportunities, about 
being good enough in a competitive market, and about reaching the goals one once thought to be 
realistic but which now seem fleeting. This is waiting as the world passes you by. In Pushkar, I 
was sometimes privy to this connotation of timepass too, but far more often timepass was simply 
the term people used to describe hanging out while having little to do. Timepass was having chai 
with friends while waiting for pilgrims to arrive on the ghāṭs; timepass was reading the 
newspaper while waiting for a phone call from a taxi driver; timepass was watching YouTube 
videos of Yo-Yo Honey Singh while waiting for a tour group; in all, timepass was not an 
indication of hopelessness, but a simple recognition of the fact that in a world where boredom 
always threatens to creep in, waiting itself demands attention. What you do with waiting is the 
art of timepass.27  
The structural similarities of timepass and deep hanging out generated many an 
ethnographic opportunity. While friends and collaborators passed the time, often waiting for the 
next pilgrim or tourist to turn around the corner, I would hang out with them. Early on, we would 
talk about anything at all, usually what others determined to be most interesting. This almost 
always meant that we talked about life in the United States; conversations would range from 
largely insignificant pop-cultural questions—who is the better singer, Michael Jackson or Justin 
Bieber?—to more existential issues like the benefits of love marriage versus arranged marriage. 
With time, and having exhausted the most popular topics on the Indian perception of the U.S., 
                                                 
27 There is a correlate to timepass in the Hindi verb ārām karnā, which simply means “to relax.” Both often involve 
activities like sitting, drinking chai, reading the newspaper, and chatting with friends, though ārām karnā usually 




we began talking about life in Pushkar. Due to the fact that so many of these conversations 
involved a certain degree of give and take, structured in much the same way as any “normal,” 
non-academic discussion, I refer to these conversation partners with three different, but often 
overlapping terms: “friends,” “collaborators,” and “informants.” I do occasionally use the term 
“informant,” but overall consider it a poor representation of fieldwork relationships, as if my task 
were simply to suck information—vacuum-like—out of the minds of those around me. Indeed, 
several people in Pushkar became good friends of mine, in which case “informant” seems cold, 
and “friend” is more obviously applicable. “Collaborator” is the most commonly used word, 
underlining the idea that these were people with whom I shared not only tea and time, but also 
quite personal thoughts and feelings about the world around us.  
For the first few months of research, conversations were entirely informal. I would jot 
down choice phrases and sentences after speaking with a person, but the subject matter was 
never predetermined. After realizing what my research was actually about—a realization that 
was itself months in the making—I started showing up with a digital recorder in hand. Not a 
single collaborator objected to my using the recorder, though I found recorded interviews to be 
decidedly more formal, and more stilted, than the type of free-flowing conversations that 
preceded them. I usually began interviews with broad predetermined questions—“What is your 
occupation?” “What do you think of Pushkar?”—and then pivoted to issues tailored to the 
individual. In this latter stage, pointed questions proved to elicit very short answers, so I instead 
invited the interviewee to “tell me about xyz.” I came to understand that recorded interviews 
were not necessarily the ideal, but rather a particular method with a particular strength—good for 




emotional resonance. In total, I conducted interviews with just over sixty people, and sometimes 
on multiple occasions.28  
In an article entitled “The Corn-Wolf: Writing Apotropaic Texts,” Michael Taussig 
speaks of the dual challenge behind anthropological methods: first—and most familiarly—you 
have fieldwork, which “involves participant observation with people and events, being inside and 
outside”; second—and less familiarly—you have “writingwork,” which “involves magical 
projections through words into people and events” (2010: 26). Taussig has a lot more to say 
about what he means by “magic,” but here it is sufficient to highlight the notion of 
“writingwork,” this largely invisible and seemingly individual task that is really half the battle. 
And although it may seem individual, writingwork necessarily entails being a part of a vast 
number of conversations. Writingwork includes conversations with people in Pushkar, ones now 
inscribed in notes and saved onto audio files on my computer. It includes conversations about 
sacred space, and religion and tourism, and other assorted topics as detailed in both the previous 
and coming pages. It involves theoretical conversations—ones with Walter Benjamin and Dipesh 
Chakrabarty, Catherine Bell and Michael Taussig—which allow this work, I hope, to enter into 
conversations with texts and authors I have yet to read, and books that have yet to be written. 
And finally, it involves an ongoing conversation with myself, about how to be interesting and 
compelling, about how to write with fun and whimsy, but not at the expense of others, and how 
to do writingwork in such a way that it feels less like work and more like play. These 
conversations are wide-ranging, and together constitute “Making Pushkar Paradise.”  
 
                                                 
28 The vast majority of my interviews were conducted in Hindi. When someone spoke English fluently—for 
example, a tourist or a hotel owner—I conducted the interview in English. Occasionally, a collaborator with 
particularly good English skills chose to switch back and forth between Hindi and English, but even then I asked my 




The Topography of the Text 
 In chapter one, I explore the discourse of sanātan dharm (“the eternal religion”). Despite 
the term’s complex pedigree, it is most frequently deployed in Pushkar as a code word for 
universalism. I consider it a technique of “brothering,” a process which suggests that through 
blurring distinctions and drawing large enough boundaries, the other can become the self. 
Tourism serves as a major catalyst in the creation of this discourse, a dynamic epitomized by the 
repertoire of sayings and phrases promoting Hindu universalism. At the same time, given its 
place in Pushkar’s tourism economy and its nationalist history, the promise of brotherly love can, 
at times, seem tenuous. Here, I discuss how issues of moneyed interest and virulent nationalism 
shape, and are negotiated within, discourses of  “the eternal religion,” while simultaneously 
giving serious consideration to the prospect of brothering.  
Chapter two addresses the most explicitly material aspect of making Pushkar paradise. 
That is, I explore both the environmental degradation that has befallen the town’s holy lake—
due, in large part, to development and tourism—as well as efforts on the part of local Hindus to 
clean it. In the chapter, I contend that the broad goal of making Pushkar paradise—and more 
specifically, the task of cleaning the lake—involves a robust process of ritualization. Here, 
cleaning becomes not only cast within the vocabulary of karma and Hindu responsibility 
(dharm), but is in fact yoked to other religious activities, like circumambulation and feeding 
animals. Thinking alongside the work of Catherine Bell, I aim to show how environmentalism 
becomes ritualized, and in turn renders a place sacred. I conclude with the idea that cleaning the 
lake is both an activity born out of the understanding that Pushkar is paradise, and also one that 




 In the third chapter, I focus on Brahma, but in two very different contexts. Spanning from 
the seventeenth century through the nineteenth, the first context is that of the European encounter 
in India, when travelers, missionaries, and colonial officials took interest in the possible 
resemblances between the Christian trinity and the Hindu triad—or trimūrti—of Brahma, 
Vishnu, and Shiva. Even alongside the growing awareness of Brahma’s position as an under-
worshipped and somewhat peripheral god, work in the emerging field of comparative religion 
would continue to position Hinduism’s trimūrti up against the Christian trinity. I aim not to 
dismiss the popularity of the Hindu triad, but to situate its explanatory power within the context 
of encounter. I argue that it was this long history of dialogue, confusion, and seeing similarity 
that made it both possible and meaningful to talk about Hinduism as a religion of three gods, as 
happens in Pushkar itself.  
The second context focuses on Pushkar’s new generation of tour guides. Departing from 
the caste-based and hereditary position of brahman priest, these young men see in guiding a 
“new form of the priesthood” (pūjārī kā nayā rūp), in which the great karma exchange that 
makes up the “traditional” Hindu service becomes supplemented with the exchange and flow of 
information. They are the mediators of knowledge about Brahma and Pushkar—and when 
guiding foreigners, about the wider world of Hinduism. Like the European scholars and 
missionaries to whom, in a way, they are heir, these young guides act as cultural translators and 
comparative religionists of the highest order. But what does it mean when comparativism comes 
out of a Hindu worldview and functions as a facet of religious practice? To conclude the chapter, 
I compare these two instances of comparison—of the European encounter and the ethnographic 




of comparative religion. How does comparison shape a conversation about human belonging that 
endures even today? 
 Chapter four offers an analysis of the annual camel fair, but first explores the broader 
topic of international tourism. Here, we delve into some of the more nagging challenges to 
Pushkar being—and becoming—paradise. The issue is two-fold: on the one hand, locals worry 
about the changes brought on by the tourism industry, as well as the moral impact that tourists’ 
behavior has on Pushkar’s population; on the other hand, tourists feel slighted by the sometimes 
weighty price tag of a pūjā by the lake, upset in particular by the monetary demands of a 
supposedly “spiritual” ritual. Ultimately, the argument highlights not only the cultural 
chauvinism exhibited by both sides, but also the tensions associated with the ever-present space 
between religious expectations and economic realities.  
 The chapter then shifts its focus, exploring the Pushkar melā, and especially its discourse 
on color. From both the written and ethnographic record, the camel fair emerges as an event 
where color—more than anything else—saturates and brims. This is the color of Rajasthani 
dress, the color of a crowd, the colors of celebrated diversity. But what is the value of color? In 
answering this question, I focus on two discourses of color, one from tourist pamphlets and 
English-language newspapers emphasizing the exotic, the other from local perspectives on 
international diversity and religious sharing. These two distinct sources invite an exploration of 
what an economy of color might look like. Finally, alongside the language of color we encounter 
the centrality of photography. As a type of spectacle, the fair provides a unique opportunity for 
photography, in which tourists photograph locals, and locals photograph tourists. This mutual 
objectification helps to underline how inhabitants of a tourist town make sense of, and reshape, 




On Family in the Field  
 It was a sweltering Sunday in June, 2010. I had arrived in Pushkar the day before, 
marking the beginning of formal dissertation research. Monday was when I would take the 
plunge into that anxious ocean of ethnographic fieldwork. Deciding to take it slow, and to 
dedicate this sweaty Sunday to the necessities of life in India, I set out to buy a SIM card for my 
phone. A phone was a good start. I made my way down the alley from my hotel and toward 
Pushkar’s biggest bus stand, a field of sun and dust walled in by little shops. I found the phone 
store and began signing forms—all in triplicate—while curious onlookers sat nearby. One man, 
in his forties with a well-trimmed mustache and wearing a white kurtā-pājāmā common to 
brahmans by the lake, seemed to muster up the collective courage of his friends, and bluntly 
asked “Who are you?” I answered with something like “Hi, I’m an American student doing 
research on religion in Pushkar,” and his simple reply—which I still remember—was “I will help 
you.”  
 I initially figured that my relationship with this mustachioed man, whom I later came to 
know as Ashok, would end after a semi-extortionary pūjā by the lake. I had met many a Pushkar 
priest in earlier trips to town, and often discovered bright smiles and a bossy demeanor to 
coincide with the unintended lightening of my wallet. But I chose to quash my cynicism and 
reinvigorate some degree of trust in the goodness of others. The day after my phone adventure, 
Ashok did take me to the lake for a pūjā; but it was what he considered the best way to get 
blessings from Brahma for the successful inauguration of my fieldwork. After the ritual, he 
rejected my cash donation and instead invited me to his home for lunch. We walked slowly 
through the back alleys of town, Ashok’s gait hindered by a bum leg from having polio as a 




but which was owned by the caste community of barbers (nāī samāj)—lunch was almost 
prepared, and his wife, Madhu, was finishing up by smearing ghee on freshly cooked chapātīs.    
 That was the first of many meals at Ashok and Madhu’s house. In time, invitations for 
coming over were no longer needed; on the contrary, it became expected that I would simply be 
there, every day, around noon. And I accepted, knowing that both good company and delicious 
Rajasthani food were waiting for me. When I returned in 2012, Ashok was often eating lunch on 
the ghāṭs, but Madhu maintained that I should continue to have lunch with her. While she 
cooked, we would chat about where I had been or whom I interviewed. Afterwards, and when 
their two children came home from school, we would all play Connect Four. Trying to work 
within the confines of Pushkar’s conservative norms, where men and women do not socialize 
without being family members, Madhu eventually decided that she would become my big 
sister—my dīdī—and I her little brother—her choṭā bhāī. On November 15, 2012, during the 
festival bhāī dūj or “brother’s second,” Madhu became my sister. She fed me sweets and applied 
a tilak to my forehead; I gave her a decorated envelope with a few hundred rupees in it, and 
voila: family! 
 I mention these events not only to note the serendipitous nature of fieldwork—of 
randomly meeting people and making family—but also to highlight Madhu’s impact on my 
entire dissertation. As a project oriented toward the dynamics of tourism and pilgrimage, this 
dissertation tends to focus on the tour guides, priests, and shopkeepers who work within that 
axis. Almost without exception, these collaborators were men. Women do have a presence in the 
public sphere—as store clerks and pilgrims, most notably—though engaging them in 
conversation was often difficult given Rajasthani expectations about male-female interaction. As 




dissertation, representing one of only a handful of women with whom I managed to talk on a 
regular basis, while simultaneously being far and away my closest and most consistently engaged 
interlocutor. Not simply a “female voice” meant to balance the scales, Madhu’s is a voice that 
resonates through every page of this work. But it is also a hushed voice, audible more in the very 
structure of my thinking than manifested on the printed page. Thus, although the dissertation 
does indeed focus so much on men, it also owes a tremendous amount to this remarkable woman 
















IN DEFENSE OF ‘BROTHERING’ 
 
 
Of the fifty-two stone staircases, or ghāṭs, which descend into the holy lake in Pushkar, 
Brahm Ghāṭ enjoys an economic vibrancy without equal. Right there, in a tiny concrete room 
labeled “Donation Office” in stenciled letters above the window, a brahman man sorts through 
coconuts, money, and receipts, all evidence of the religious ceremony that so many pilgrims and 
tourists choose to undertake. The receipt, issued by the Pushkar Priest Association Trust,1 has a 
particularly interesting feature: on the back, the trust’s primary objectives are laid out. Among 
the mundane goals of cleaning the lake and caring for cows, the receipt also mentions the 
propagation of “sanātan dharm.” We might gloss this as the “eternal religion,” a term with 
remarkable traction throughout South Asia, but whose contours are far from agreed upon.2 What 
is this particular sanātan dharm that the priests of Pushkar hope to spread? Whom does such 
propagation benefit? And how should we make sense of this image, coupling proof of purchase 
with religious ambition?  
Since Brahma’s creation of the universe began there—so the town’s narrative goes—
Pushkar has been a tīrth, that is, a “crossing” or “ford” signifying a place of religious power and 
efficacy (Eck 2012: 7). Locals are particularly proud of Pushkar’s status as the world’s only tīrth 
for the entirety of the “golden age” (satya yug), which lasted some 1,728,000 years. But only 
since the 1970s did this tīrth also become what one informant called a mahāsāgar, a “great  
                                                 
1 This is the organization run primarily by the Parashar community. The Trust’s full name is Shrī Tīrth Guru 
Pushkar Purohit Sangh Trust. 
 
2 Dharm (also seen as dharma) is a term that eludes successful translation. Perhaps the most common definition is 
“duty,” but “established order” and “religion” are common as well, and largely based on context. In Pushkar—and I 
would argue much of contemporary North India—dharm and religion are interchangeable, especially among those 
with English knowledge. For a more expansive analysis, see Simon C.R. Weightman and S.M. Pandey (1978).  




Figure 2. The Donation Office on Brahm Ghāṭ. 
ocean” where metaphorical rivers meet. At that time, the town started to gain attention from the 
international tourist community. Despite foreseeable growing pains associated with the tourism 
industry, the town has flourished with its new identity as a place where the world’s people see 
each other in full color. And instead of the more common exoticism that accompanies the 
production of a tourist space—what Keith Hollinshead calls “difference projection” (1998: 
121)—the discourse of Pushkar as a gathering place is anchored in the assertion of similarity and 
universal expression.3 Those in the public sphere, and especially brahman priests who control the 
                                                 
3 Seen from another angle, we might say that Pushkar is thought of as “different” insofar as it is a particularly 
special place where people can come together. The larger point, though, is that in most circumstances, the success of 
tourism in Pushkar is not based on the projection of absolute difference between local and foreigner. We will, 
however, address the topic of exoticism when dealing with the camel fair, in chapter four. 
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axis of tourism and pilgrimage, saturate this discourse with an impressive collection of sayings 
and phrases. As we will see throughout the dissertation, Pushkar’s phrase factory inextricably 
shapes the ethnographic landscape in which my work is situated; and as far as sanātan dharm is 
concerned, perhaps the most commonly expressed saying is this: “hindu, muslim, sikh, īsāī: ham 
sab hain bhāī bhāī” (Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, and Christian: we’re all brothers!). Although the 
translation does little to convey either the rhyme of the Hindi original or the very palpable 
pleasure that is apt to be exuded by its speaker, it does communicate the basic point: regardless 
of religious identity, and in spite of our coming from different places, we are all kin. 
In this chapter, I will argue that although sanātan dharm has never had a single, stable 
meaning, in Pushkar it is most frequently deployed as a code word for universal belonging and 
religious brotherhood. It is what I consider a technique of brothering,4 a process which, unlike 
the more common dialectical relationship of “inscribing the other” and “inscribing the self,” 
suggests that through blurring distinction and drawing large enough boundaries, the other can 
become the self.5 In terms of social formation, this suggests that while people are predisposed to 
defining themselves in terms of othering, they may be equally predisposed to seeing themselves 
as resembling those they once thought different. As one might expect, many of the diverse 
elements that constitute this broad discourse of universalism in Pushkar have complex 
genealogies that extend well beyond the town. Some find echoes throughout the subcontinent, 
                                                 
4 Sheldon Pollock has spoken about the Ramāyana and Mahābhārata as texts that involve discursive mythemes of 
“othering” and “brothering,” respectively. His treatment of “brothering” is different from mine, especially insofar as 
the Mahābhārata involves a family with actual brothers. Moreover, Pollock takes note of the process by which kin 
becomes the enemy—that is, the other—rather than what I am focusing on, an assertion of universalism in which 
others become brothers. Watch him describe it in this interview: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VXhInNUVZ6U.  
 
5 On this dialectical relationship in the context of Hindu studies, see Cynthia Talbot (1995). Here, Talbot situates her 
work in Andhra Pradesh, 1323-1650, spanning from early Muslim military presence to their dominance. She looks 
to Hindu temple inscriptions in Sanskrit and Telugu, and explores the changing ways in which Hindus viewed both 
themselves and Muslims. She sees these two intertwined processes—of creating an Other, and subsequently 
developing internal criteria for solidarity—as forming the basis of identity formation.  
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and others in communities outside the Hindu fold. What makes Pushkar noteworthy is not the 
fact that such ideas exist, but that they are so successfully tethered to the town’s landscape, so 
effectively curated, and so pervasive in everyday life. 
I begin with an exploration of sanātan dharm in the context of its initial flourishing 
toward the later decades of the nineteenth century. Next is a discussion of Pushkar’s brand of the 
“eternal religion,” highlighting both pan-Indian resonances as well as local sites of inspiration. In 
response to questions about the possibility of moneyed interest being behind the spirit of 
egalitarian brotherhood, I then enter into a theoretical debate over how we might approach the 
relationship between religion and tourism. In response to claims about sanātan dharm’s 
association with the language of communalism, I address both Hindu nationalism and the limits 
of tolerance while simultaneously leaving space for the possibility of an earnest attempt at 
brothering. 
A brief note on methods. Focusing most explicitly on the intersection of religion and 
tourism, this chapter tends to engage with the people who labor in those realms. This mostly 
means the Parashar brahman community, and especially the priests and guides who busy 
themselves on Brahm Ghāṭ. While I conducted interviews with collaborators from all different 
communities and castes, I found brahmans in particular to be invested in the language and 
implications of sanātan dharm.6 Moreover, it is important to note that these collaborators were, 
almost without exception, men. Women do have a presence in the public sphere, as store clerks 
and pilgrims most commonly, though business on the lake is conducted entirely by men.7 This 
                                                 
6 I hesitate to argue that sanātan dharm is a uniquely and exclusively brahmanical discourse, though as we will see 
in the historical section of the chapter, it has long been associated with conservative brahmanical practices.  
 
7 This is not to say that I did not speak to women. I was welcomed into a number of homes, and became close with 
two extended families in particular. In these settings, I spoke with women quite freely, and on a vast range of topics 
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has important repercussions when it comes to the idea of brothering. Patriarchy is very much the 
status quo in Pushkar—as it is in countless other places of religious conservatism—and so even 
though universalism in this context surely includes women, such ideas are nevertheless cast in 
the language of brotherhood. “Brothering” is thus undoubtedly gendered. If we in the academy 
were to consider the term as having some explanatory power beyond the confines of Pushkar or 
India, we would have to be just as open to ideas of "sistering," “all-ing,” or somewhat more 
clumsily, "sibling-ing."  
Sanātan Dharm in Context 
 Since it would be beyond the scope of this chapter to narrate the complicated genealogy 
that constitutes sanātan dharm, a short historical treatment will briefly provide a sense of context 
as well as locate Pushkar within the term’s broader trajectory. Regarding the Sanskrit record, 
sanātan dharm appears several times in the Mahābhārata and Valmiki’s Rāmāyaṇa, couched 
within the phrase “for that is the eternal religion” (sa hi dharmaḥ sanātanaḥ) (Lutgendorf 1991: 
363).8 The expression was used as a sort of “sanctioning formula intended to emphasize the 
obligatory nature of social and religious rules,” a notion which certainly maps onto the 
sensibilities of conservative Hindus who would more robustly advance and expand sanātan 
dharm in the nineteenth century, but one that only barely approximates what the “eternal 
religion” was to become (Halbfass 1988: 344).   
 It is no surprise that something named the “eternal religion” could accumulate a vast set 
                                                 
including those related to my research. In other, less familial settings, conversations were often circumscribed by 
conservative gender relations and expectations, limiting my interaction to not more than a few words.  
 
8 See Jha (2009: 20-21) for an in-depth treatment of the term’s textual presence. Moreover, the term was not 
exclusive to Hindu traditions: the Dhammapada, for example, refers to dhammo sanatano in the original Pali 
(Chapter 1, verse 5), translated variously as “the ancient truth,” “the ancient law,” and “the old rule” (Meghaprasara 
2011: 6). 
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of associations—and an incredible diversity of proponents—with the passage of time. But when 
it first started to carry momentum in the latter half of the nineteenth century, sanātan dharm took 
on the role of “old-time religion,” at least in so far as it was “a self-conscious affirmation of 
religious conservatism in a perceivedly pluralistic context” (Lutgendorf 1991: 363). The context 
was one of ever-increasing pressure on the old ways: the already substantial critique of “idol 
worship” among Christian missionaries was further impassioned in the wake of the Indian 
rebellion of 1857 (Mitter 1977; Pennington 2005; Adcock 2014); in addition, the Arya Samaj 
and other Hindu reformist groups, many of whom felt both threatened by the advances of 
Christian missionary efforts—and simultaneously inspired by Christian ideas—sought change 
through discarding image worship (mūrti-pūjā) as well as the caste system (Jones 1976). And so 
the proponents of sanātan dharm—those defending the timeless and eternal—came to represent 
an amorphous Hindu orthodoxy, lacking any agreed upon set of beliefs or rituals, but focusing on 
issues like the preservation of brahmanical authority within the caste system, the centrality of 
image worship, adherence to the Veda, and care for cows.  
 At this juncture it is important to emphasize the productive and creative aspects of what 
could be identified as a reactionary appeal to tradition. In The Nationalization of Hindu 
Traditions, Vasudha Dalmia (1997) compellingly argues that while reformulations and 
modifications among traditionalists were less noticeable than those presented by various reform 
groups, they nevertheless reacted in innovative ways to important political and social issues of 
the time. It was here, at the negotiation and construction of tradition, that “the face of modern 
Hinduism—within which temple and varna continue to play a prominent role—was finally to be 
coined” (Dalmia 1997: 4). For us, this means that although Christian critique played a significant 
role in Hindu reform, and Hindu reform led to a resurgence of tradition and orthodoxy, this does 
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not reduce sanātan dharm to some third order knee-jerk retreat to the past. Part and parcel of the 
sanātan dharm movement was its association with “modern organizational formations,” namely 
the expansion and proliferation of Sanātan Dharm Sabhās (associations) during the latter decades 
of the nineteenth century, as well as the promotion of an increasingly codified Hindu education 
(Zavos 2001: 112).9 These organizational structures—far from “traditional”—helped to 
transform sanātan dharm from a loose coalition of brahmans defending orthodoxy to a 
movement with national recognition.  
John Stratton Hawley (2009) has examined two textbooks that were symbolic of sanātan 
dharm’s formation in the classroom: the first is a Hindi text, Sanātanadharmamārttaṇḍa by 
Pandit Gurusahāy (“The Sun of the Eternal Religion, 1878); the second is Annie Besant’s 
Sanatana Dharma: An Elementary Textbook of Hindu Religion and Ethics (1903).10 Published 
decades apart, and written for two very different audiences, both textbooks nevertheless present a 
case for sanātan dharm being India’s great non-sectarian religious tradition. Besant’s advanced 
version of the textbook, published a year after the original edition, expresses this very concern in 
the foreword:   
The name to be given to these books was carefully discussed, and that of “Sanātana 
Dharma” was finally chosen, as connoting the ancient teachings free from modern 
accretions. It should cover all sects, as it did in the ancient days. May this book also aid 
in the great work of building up the national Religion, and so pave the way to national 
happiness and prosperity (Besant 1904: iii). 
 
Aside from the call to move beyond sectarian distinction and embrace the ancient teachings, 
Besant’s statement also signals a transitional period when “the political significance of sanatana 
dharma as orthodoxy began to be superseded by a more potent symbol of organized Hinduism: 
                                                 
9 For a closer treatment of these Sabhās, see Zavos (2001); Jones (1998); Lutgendorf (1991: 360-371). 
 
10 In truth, Sanatana Dharma: An Elementary Textbook was issued by the Central Hindu College, and represented a 
collaborative effort between Besant and her colleague Bhagvan Das. In the preface to a subsequent edition, however, 
Das credits Besant for having first drafted the text. See Hawley (2009: 315). 
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the Hindu nation” (Zavos 2001: 119).11 What is most interesting about Besant’s statement, 
however, is how these dual objectives—the shedding of “modern accretions” alongside the 
building up of “the national Religion”—can exist alongside each other without friction. More 
reflective of the movement as a whole than Besant’s individual efforts, this duality shows the 
extent to which eternality and timelessness so suffused the discourse of sanātan dharm that even 
through active participation in the changes of the modern world, an earnest claim to “ancient 
days” remained. Later, when we return to Pushkar, we will see how brahmans working at the 
lake follow a similar logic; to them, the brotherhood of sanātan dharm is no modern accretion, 
but something that only makes sense given the fact that Pushkar was there at the beginning, and 
continues to be.   
 A few years after the publication of Besant’s textbook, during a speech delivered in the 
Bengali town of Uttarpara (1909), Sri Aurobindo (1872-1950) envisioned the future of India 
inextricably tied to the successes of sanātan dharm: “When therefore it is said India shall rise, it 
is the Sanatana Dharma that shall rise. When it is said that India shall be great, it is the Sanatana 
Dharma that shall be great. When it is said that India shall expand and extend herself, it is the 
Sanatana Dharma that shall expand and extend itself over the world” (Paranjape 1999: 22). Of a 
single breath, sanātan dharm and India participate in a shared fate; cultivate one, and the other 
will follow. During the very same speech, Aurobindo makes the connection to nationalism even 
more explicit: 
                                                 
11 Annie Besant met Helena Blavatsky of the Theosophical Society in 1890, and within a few years Besant became 
a well-known theosophist her self. Interestingly, for a short time before Besant joined—between 1878 and 1882—
the Arya Samaj united with the Theosophical Society. The relationship eventually turned sour, but it is important to 
note that the theosophical views shaping Annie Besant’s work on sanātan dharm were likely also shaped by the 
universalism of the Arya Samaj. As such, the Arya Samaj might be said to have a multi-layered impact on the 
historical development of sanātan dharm, originally its foil with regard to issues of image worship and orthodoxy, 
later its inspiration—or at least part of its inspiration—for adopting a more expansive vision of belonging.    
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I say no longer that nationalism is a creed, a religion, a faith; I say that it is the Sanatana 
Dharma which for us is nationalism. This Hindu nation was born with the Sanatana 
Dharma, with it it moves and with it it grows. When the Sanatana Dharma declines, then 
the nation declines, and if the Sanatana Dharma were capable of perishing, with the 
Sanatana Dharma it would perish (Paranjape 1999: 27). 
 
For Aurobindo, the “eternal religion” was nothing short of the entirety of Hinduism, but it was 
more than that too. As something extending beyond a matter of belief—he calls it “life itself”—
Aurobindo’s sanātan dharm encapsulates the ambitions of India as a Hindu nation (Paranjape 
1999: 21).  
Within the span of a few decades, what started as “old-time religion” became a matter of 
religious nationalism, though one which never completely shed its earlier objectives. 
Commitment to the Vedas, mūrti-pūjā, and care for cows no longer appeared to be issues for the 
orthodox alone, but gathered the force of Hindu nationalism behind them. As with so many 
facets of the Hindu tradition, older meanings of sanātan dharm have not dissipated or fallen 
away, but have layered upon newer developments, leaving a term whose discursive range shifts, 
expands, and contracts depending on the speaker and the reason for speaking.  
 The final element that forms the discourse of sanātan dharm—or at least this short 
historical treatment of it—is that of Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902), a thinker whose impact on 
the “eternal religion” was so pivotal because of his concerted effort in constantly lengthening its 
reach. A reformer for all intents and purposes, Vivekananda spoke out against the casteist “don’t-
touchism” of orthodox brahmans who tried to claim the “eternal religion” for themselves (1970-
73: Vol. 5: 26-27).12 Sanātan dharm was the “grand synthesis of all the aspects of the spiritual 
idea,” with no room for orthodoxy or exclusivism (1970-73: Vol. 6: 183). And although he was 
                                                 
12 Take, for example, Pandit Din Dayalu Sharma (born in 1863, the same year as Vivekananda), a great organizer of 
Sanātana Dharma Sabhās who also dedicated much of his efforts towards the preservation of caste hierarchy (Jones 
1998: 232-238). 
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not the first to see Hindu religion as a path towards universalism, Vivekananda was certainly one 
of the first to call for an “eternal religion” whose borders expanded well beyond those of the 
subcontinent.13 Before the nationalisms of Annie Besant or Sri Aurobindo, Vivekananda was 
doing something else altogether: 
There never was my religion or yours, my national religion or your national religion; 
there never existed many religions, there is only the one. One infinite religion existed all 
through eternity and will ever exist, and this religion is expressing itself in various 
countries in various ways. Therefore we must respect all religions and we must try to 
accept them all as far as we can (1970-73: Vol. 4: 180). 
 
The setting for such an exposition on the “one infinite religion”—read sanātan dharm—is 
unsurprising; Vivekananda was traveling in the United States and England, representing 
Hinduism and Vedantic philosophy the way he thought would make the greatest impact.14 His 
was not an appeal to narrow borders or foreign ways. He was there to make the strange beautiful, 
and to present his vision of a world without difference: 
Therefore Vedanta formulates, not universal brotherhood, but universal oneness. I am the 
same as any other man, as any animal—good, bad, anything. It is one body, one mind, 
one soul throughout. Spirit never dies. There is no death anywhere, not even for the body. 
Not even the mind dies. How can even the body die? One leaf may fall—does the tree 
die? The universe is my body. See how it continues. All minds are mine. With all feet I 
walk. Through all mouths I speak. In everybody I reside (1970-73: Vol. 8: 129). 
 
For Vivekananda, a brotherhood implies some degree of difference—brothers are not, after all, 
the same people—a relationship which fails to properly reflect the absolute oneness of the 
universe. And yet, as we will see in the case of Pushkar, the theoretical acknowledgment of 
absolute unity and the erasure of ontological difference cannot always map onto the harsh 
realities of cultural, racial, and religious discrimination. Vivekananda recognizes this as well: 
                                                 
13 For other examples of nineteenth-century universalisms, see Halbfass (1988: 217-246). On universalisms limited 
to the Indian nation, see Hawley (2009: 328-331).  
 
14 Some scholars—most notably, Paul Hacker—have referred to Vivekananda’s philosophy as “Neo-Vedanta,” a 
term which I prefer not to use because of the assumption that there exists an older, purer, and more authentic 
Vedanta. On the term, and how it might or might not apply to Vivekananda, see Halbfass (1995), Hatcher (1999), 
and De Michelis (2004). 
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We find then that if by the idea of a universal religion it is meant that one set of doctrines 
should be believed in by all mankind it is wholly impossible. It can never be, there can 
never be a time when all faces will be the same… what can we do then? We can make it 
run smoothly, we can lessen the friction, we can grease the wheels, as it were. How? By 
recognizing the natural necessity of variation. Just as we recognized unity by our very 
nature, so we must also recognize variation. We must learn that truth may be expressed in 
a hundred thousand ways, and that each of these ways is true as far as it goes (1970-73: 
Vol. 2: 382-3). 
 
Vivekananda presents a more complicated situation in the second example, namely, the 
recognition of two contrasting positions held in tandem: humans are, by our very nature, both 
unified and divided. Given the practical difficulties of seeing beyond the variations between 
faces, communities, and nations, Vivekananda introduces a “universal religion” that manifests 
itself in many ways across the world, and the totality of which contributes to the peaceful 
realization of a more robust, shared truth.15 And so he seems at least partially to gesture at what 
he had also denied: a universal brotherhood. This, I think, was what Vivekananda brought to the 
U.S. when he first arrived in 1893, a message presented most famously during his address at the 
World’s Parliament of Religion—specifically, those first five words that invited three minutes of 
applause: “Sisters and Brothers of America!” 
Pushkar’s Eternal Religion 
Now in his thirties, Sandeep worked ten years ago as a priest and tour guide in Pushkar. 
Like most Parashar guides, he would try to offer his services to travelers and pilgrims at the 
nearby Brahma temple, Pushkar’s best known tourist attraction. That the Brahma temple garners 
so much attention is a frequent point of contention for many locals; instead, they claim it is the 
lake that reigns supreme. Thus, after some cajoling and a quick visit to the temple, Sandeep 
                                                 
15 I do not want to give the impression that Vivekananda was always accepting of other religions. In fact, he was 
extremely critical of Christianity—particularly missionaries in India—and Islam. His tolerance was predicated on 
the idea that others too were tolerant. For him, Islam and Christianity held the potential to be tolerant towards others, 
but more often than not failed to realize that potential. See Jones (1998: 238-241). 
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would shepherd his flock through a twisty lane to Brahm Ghāṭ. Right off the street, an archway 
opens to wide descending stairs of checkerboard marble, black and white, all the edges rounded 
and soft with wear. Tourists in tow, Sandeep would reach the broad landing—about forty feet 
until another set of stairs to the water—and talk about Brahma’s creation of the lake. This led 
inevitably to an invitation for pūjā (ritual prayer) at the shore, performed by either Sandeep or 
another Parashar brahman. The content of a pūjā is not ironclad, ranging in length from about 
two to ten minutes, and usually involving a benediction to the gods—especially to Brahma and 
the lake16—as well as a request for good health and well-being.17 The ceremony is conducted in 
a combination of either Sanskrit and English (for most foreigners), or Sanskrit and Hindi (for 
everyone else). Towards the end, the tourist-turned-patron promises to give a certain amount of 
money to the priest, and is offered a red thread bracelet now imbued with the power of 
protection.  
With solid English, Sandeep made more than most, but eventually grew unsatisfied with 
the “donation life.” Selling karma, as he put it, was not for him. After a few years, he opened up 
a chai stand on the outskirts of town, where he could do timepass with the newspaper and his 
thoughts. That is where I first met him, and where I would often go for hot chai and good 
company. Many years after his stint as a tour guide, Sandeep still maintained that Pushkar was a 
unique place made even more unique by the fact that people of different cultures—and more 
specifically, different religions—were there respected as equals (samān). This, he declared, was 
sanātan dharm. I asked for elaboration:  
Drew: So tell me a little more about sanātan dharm. 
                                                 
16 In most instances, Brahma and the lake are thought of as separate entities—between the creator and his 
creation—but I have also heard the lake referred to as brahmā kā rūp, “a form of Brahma.”  
 
17 Sushila Zeitlyn (1986: 110-112) notes in greater detail a pūjā that she witnessed and recorded in Pushkar.  
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Sandeep: Sanātan dharm is the oneness of it all (sab kā ek)—Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, 
Christian, Catholic, Parsi. In it, there is neither caste, color, culture, nor religion. We are 
all humans—one. Caste, color, culture: we make them. Why do we make them? Because 
we have different climates and lifestyles, different ways. That’s why we make difference. 
Otherwise we are all humans, all the same.  
 
Although Sandeep’s gloss is unique in terms of poetic flair, it echoes a remarkably pervasive 
sentiment that the Parashar brahman community evokes when speaking about the “eternal 
religion.” As with the historical context detailed in the previous section, the connotations of 
sanātan dharm pile high in Pushkar. Issues like brahmanical authority, attachment to the Vedas, 
and mūrti-pūjā make their way into local descriptions, though by far the most common refrain is 
to call upon the unity of humankind.18 Integral to this rhetoric, as Sandeep implied, is the notion 
that God (bhagvān) made humans, and all distinctions thereafter are a human creation. Any tear 
in the fabric of human society—any discrimination or subsequent act of violence—cannot be 
blamed on the divine. Importantly, this includes the very existence of different religions. God 
would not lay claim to such a divisive concept as the possibility of plural religions, and is 
dumbfounded by the fact that we humans would forge these often antagonistic communities; as 
one friend exclaimed, “even God doesn’t know what’s going on!”   
 According to many in Pushkar, the clearest evidence for the oneness of humanity is the 
fact that our blood is red. It is an idea—and biological reality—so frequently pointed out that its 
usage extends far beyond conversations related to religion.19 I talked with a tour guide named 
Pankaj, both of us nursing our bottles of Thums Up soda and debating issues like marriage and 
politics and money, and how cultural differences shaped the way we saw the world. He 
                                                 
18 For a contemporary treatment of sanātan dharm as image-worship, and a comparison with the Arya Samaj of 
today, see Saunders (2011). 
 
19 For an in-depth treatment of the meanings of blood in India—and more specifically, blood donation as an instance 
of religious devotion—see Copeman (2009). On a more recent conversation on blood and religion, see Anidjar’s 
Blood: A Critique of Christianity (2014), as well as David van Dusen’s critical review of Anidjar (2014). 
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dramatically shook his head, and said with care: “You’re white (angrez20) and we’re Indian. No! 
God made one caste: the human caste. There are different castes and cultures, but this is wrong. 
Take you, or me, or him. Look at your blood, or mine, or his; the blood is the same.”21 The 
redness of blood trumps the whiteness or brownness of what we see on the outside; humanity—
the human caste—is not drawn on racial lines. In an ethnography of vernacular Islam and Sufi 
healing in Hyderabad, Joyce Flueckiger encounters a similar assertion, namely, that humanity is 
divided by only two castes: men and women (2006: 168). For Flueckiger, this division 
demonstrates the importance of gender as a local organizing category in comparison to that of 
religion.22 I am interested in Flueckiger’s example, however, because combined with Pankaj’s 
statement it shows how this notion of a single human caste is both Hindu and Muslim—or at 
least Sufi—and thus practicing what it preaches by making the border between the two religions 
increasingly porous in its very usage. 
Implicit in the redness of blood and unity of humanity is the fact that God too is one. The 
idea that “God is one” (īshvar ek hain) is far from novel, though Rajesh, a particularly energetic 
brahman who works on the ghāṭs, made some interesting connections. Rajesh is one of the more 
senior priests on Brahm Ghāṭ, performing pūjās and directing traffic for pilgrims and tourists as 
they approach. He is seen more often than not blowing on a neon green whistle—alternating 
between authoritative and comical bursts—its color screaming out from the rest of his outfit, 
                                                 
20 The Hindi word “angrez” comes from “angrezi,” which simply refers to the English language, and therefore 
means “English.” However, it is used for basically any foreigner, and more often than not has an explicit 
connotation of whiteness.  
 
21 Although this discussion was in Hindi, Pankaj used the English word “caste.” This relates not only to bilingualism 
among tour guides, but also to the fact that discussions on caste—at least within Pushkar—rarely make use of the 
term “varṇa.” Instead, the English term collapses the differences between varṇa and jāti, rendering it both more 
amorphous and more broadly applicable.   
 
22 In the case of these examples from Pushkar and Hyderabad, terms like “caste” or “jāti” are less a reflection on the 
caste system than on broader divisions in society, such as religion or race. “Jāti” especially can mean “type.”  
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white polo shirt tucked into white slacks. Sitting on a broad marble bench by the ghāṭ, he relaxed 
his grip on the whistle and offered his thoughts on across-the-board oneness. “God is one” 
(īshvar ek hain), he said with a warm smile. “We’ve given him different names. Our blood is red, 
your blood isn’t black. If you’re Muslim, your blood is not black. It’s also red. Hindu, Muslim, 
Sikh, and Christian: we’re all brothers! (hindu, muslim, sikh, īsāī, ham sab hain, bhāī bhāī).” 
Interestingly, Rajesh’s sentiment is echoed in realms outside of the Hindu fold. Take, for 
example, a popular slogan in the poster art of Shirdi Sai Baba: sab kā mālik ek (“everyone’s Lord 
is one”). Neither solely Hindu nor Muslim, the hagiographical Sai Baba guides his followers 
towards a vision of “spiritual unity” beyond perceived borders (McLain 2011: 43). Such appeals 
are owned by no community, and thus might be more broadly considered “South Asian.”23 
Moreover, Rajesh is quite explicit in making a connection between God’s oneness and the notion 
of brothering: if God is one, and all blood is red, then we are all part of the same human family. 
“We’re all brothers.”  
But as with Swami Vivekananda, the recognition of unity does not bring about the 
complete disintegration of religious difference. For many in Pushkar, sanātan dharm calls for 
mutual respect and brotherly affection, an attitude which hinges on the well-worn phrase, “same 
same, but different.” Beyond its general popularity the phrase is literally well-worn, inscribed on 
t-shirts hanging in the main bazaar, and later adorning the backs of hippies. Although its origins 
are unclear (it may have come from Thailand via the tourism industry24), the phrase reached its 
South Asian heyday in 2008 with the release of Bombay to Bangkok and the film’s hit song, 
                                                 
23 One could make the argument that such appeals to “spiritual unity” are not specifically South Asia, but more 
generically human. This is a possibility, but here I am trying to make a point about the exceptional hydridity of 
religious ideas within the context of South Asia. On ambiguity between Hindu and Muslim borders, as well as the 
idea of “South Asian” as a useful descriptor, see Bellamy (2011).  
 
24 Backpackers have told me that the phrase can be seen everywhere in Thailand—on t-shirts and store signs—and 
that it is considered a classic example of “Tinglish,” a macaronic language of English and Thai.  
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“Same Same but Different.” Despite an international pedigree, the simultaneous recognition of 
similarity and difference—as well as the complex ambiguity of weighing one against the other—
has melded well with Pushkar’s broader discourse of sanātan dharm. To practice sanātan dharm 
is to take part in the constant epistemological ping pong of respecting different people and 
different religions while trying to erase those differences. In short, this is brothering: to recognize 
otherness but simultaneously see “brother-ness.” Such an idea does not pose any theological 
problem for those in Pushkar; it simply reinforces the fact that difference is real insofar as it is 
man-made, but ultimately unrecognized by God.  
 
Figure 3. A clothing seller, showing a “same same, but different” t-shirt.  
Whenever brahmans in Pushkar want to claim that the similarity they recognize is part of 
lived religious expression, they talk about the ease with which they can visit temples, mosques, 
and churches. As a collaborator put it, if “there is Ram, Rahim, and Jesus” in their hearts, then 
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surely they can visit and gain inspiration from any place of worship. A few brahmans have even 
said that they believe in all the gods (sab devtāon ko mānanā).25 And while most urged me to 
read the Padma Purāna, Bhāgvat Purāna, or Gītā for my interest in sanātan dharm—all of these 
firmly ensconced in the brahmanical and Sanskritic tradition—one person suggested the Bible 
and Qur’an. In certain cases, these expressions of acceptance function as a not-so-subtle dig at 
Muslims, who are depicted as seeing risk or danger (khatarā) in other places of worship. For 
example, a number of collaborators commented on the fact—often in whispered tones—that 
while they were happy to visit the Sufi shrine in Ajmer, Muslims would rarely be seen at the 
Brahma temple or on the ghāṭs. Ann Grodzins Gold too reports that several Rajasthani Hindus 
have explained to her “with a slight air of grievance that although Hindus readily prostrate 
themselves at Muslim shrines, Muslims visiting Hindu shrines do not act in reciprocal fashion” 
(2013: 308). These passing comments no doubt reveal underlying issues—and are possibly 
indicative of a Hindu nationalist politics—which I will soon address at greater length. Bracketing 
that, I would argue that such assertions of a practiced egalitarianism are a point of pride. For 
many, being a Hindu inherently entails being a practitioner of the “eternal religion,” and that 
means being closest to the truth of understanding the brotherhood of humanity.  
In India and Europe, an influential work on the historical and philosophical intersections 
between East and West, Wilhelm Halbfass (1988) briefly attends to sanātan dharm. He 
specifically discusses the manner in which even as a manifestation of universalism, sanātan 
dharm “remained a concept of self-assertion, for Hinduism alone was supposed to provide the 
                                                 
25 Mānanā is a somewhat difficult word to translate, as it means “believe” but also simply “acknowledge.” Another 
way of parsing the above phrase is “to acknowledge the existence of all the gods.” Either way, it presents an 
interesting tension in which locals simultaneously acknowledge the multiplicity of gods while recognizing that God 
is one. The idea, as I understand it, is that they believe in all of the gods because of the fact that they are all 
manifestations of a single divine entity. 
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framework for the fulfillment of the universal potential inherent in the various religions. 
Accordingly, it was not considered merely as one religion among many, but rather as a 
comprehensive and transcending context for these other religions” (345-46). Perhaps 
inadvertently, Halbfass’ incisive point also raises the question as to whether we should always 
take sanātan dharm to be synonymous with Hinduism, or at least its Hindi equivalent, hindu 
dharm. When asked explicitly about the differences between the two, collaborators 
overwhelmingly answered that they are, in fact, the same thing (ek hī). Here, local evidence 
seems to uphold similar pan-Indian and even international definitions of the “eternal religion,”26 
though I think an addendum is necessary.  
In fact, perhaps “same same but different” is a useful analytical category for thinking 
through this relationship. Many Hindus are followers of sanātan dharm, and most Sanātanists are 
Hindu, but the equation does not end there. The difference is not one of definition, but of 
attitude. Sanātan dharm is a particular code word for the expression of universalism and 
acceptance. It is a trigger that releases phrases and explanations about one God, red blood, many 
brothers, and similarity all around. Thus, to practice sanātan dharm in Pushkar does not 
necessarily constitute any action beyond the practice of everyday Hindu life, but carries with it 
an acceptance of people from outside the fold. Priests and tour guides would often demonstrate 
this acceptance by talking about their friends from other countries, telling me stories about how 
they met, or showing me pictures of them together. Nirmal, a priest with a substantial foreign 
clientele, once brought out a large notebook from his house, a crumpled spiral-bound logbook 
with tourists’ comments about his pūjā service. In it, there were little paragraphs in all sorts of 
languages—English, Spanish, German, Italian, French, and Hebrew—that all talked about how 
                                                 
26 See, as an example of the kind of popular writing by non-Indian Hindus in America, the work of Frawley (2010) 
and Morales (2008).  
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much they loved meeting Nirmal. He was so happy to share the notebook, an explicit reminder of 
the brothers and sisters that he had made.27 
There are, however, interesting digressions from the norm, where people draw fairly 
explicit lines between sanātan dharm and hindu dharm. This was the case for Kamal, a close 
collaborator of mine and a priest at Brahm Ghāṭ, with whom I often sat and talked near the 
water’s edge. On this particular occasion, I had in my notebook a receipt offered by the Pushkar 
Priest Association Trust, which I was given when I paid for a pūjā the year before. I unfolded the 
thin yellow sheet with fading red ink and showed it to him. After some joking about my 
apparently tightfisted donation, I flipped it to the back and asked for him to walk me through the 
stated objectives of the Trust. The final goal: “sanātan dharm kā prachār-prasār va hindū 
sanskriti kā utthān” (the spread of sanātan dharm and the uplift of Hindu culture). After we 
discussed the finer points of the eternal religion, I asked Kamal whether this sanātan dharm is 
the same as hindū dharm. He offered this insight: 
The difference between them is that in hindū dharm there are particular observances and 
rituals (rīti-rivāz) from way back, and sanātan dharm follows from a religious feeling, 
that is, a spiritual aspect… in which all religious traditions—Hindu, Muslim, Catholic, 
Parsi, Jewish—are joined. This is spiritual, existing alongside everyone else (sabhī ko 
jordke sāth me chalne wālā hai). Hindū dharm is a culture based on tradition and 
observances: wedding celebrations, household culture. We follow these kinds of customs. 
This is the difference between the two.  
 
For Kamal, then, hindū dharm revolves around cultural observances whereas sanātan dharm 
contains within it a “spiritual aspect” joining all religions. “Spiritual” is the most important term 
here, and interestingly, Kamal used both the English word as well as the Hindi ādhyātmik, which 
could also be translated as “relating to the inner self (ātmā).” Men like Kamal take daily walks 
around Pushkar’s holy lake, and part of that route is on a path called ādhyātmik yātrā mārg 
                                                 
27 Of course, I too experienced my own brothering moment, when Madhu made me her choṭā bhāī, and brought me 
into her family.  
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(“Spiritual Walk”), a brisk twenty minutes in which locals or pilgrims, either by themselves or in 
small groups, hope to relax. I was often invited on these early evening strolls, and their 
significance ranged from the accumulation of good karma to healthful exercise. Still, the general 
sense was that this kind of activity—one in which the ātmā was refreshed (“fresh ho jātā hai”)—
was something that absolutely anyone could do, and with positive results. For many, this acts as 
a “spiritual” opportunity that allows for sanātan dharm to flourish.  
Many of these examples have analogs beyond Pushkar’s boundaries—in fact, I argued 
earlier that what makes the situation here noteworthy is the discourse’s circulation and 
saturation, not necessarily its unique content—and yet, those within the Parashar brahman 
community maintain one geographical particularity: that is, they explicitly hold Pushkar to be the 
place where the promises of sanātan dharm can best be realized. Sipping from plastic cups of 
chai and sitting with friends on Brahm Ghāṭ, I would often get into conversations about 
Pushkar’s role in the promotion of a universal brotherhood. One priest in particular, Deepak, was 
especially insightful about the connection between Pushkar and the flourishing of sanātan 
dharm. A trustee of the Pushkar Priest Association, and someone who had seen his home become 
an international tourist destination over the past many years, Deepak saw both the lake and the 
“eternal religion” as together constituting the centripetal force that draws travelers to the town. 
We had the following discussion on the banks of the lake:  
Deepak: In sanātan dharm, there is the promotion of all religions… it’s not for any one 
religion. Travelers from every religion come here. It’s not that Hindus alone acknowledge 
sanātan dharm. People of all religions who come here acknowledge it. In it, there are 
Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, Christians, Buddhists, Parsis, Catholics, Jews, etc. However 
many religions there are, people from those religions come here; they do pūjā-pāṭh, and 
do rituals for their ancestors. This is especially a pilgrimage place where all travelers 
come... 
Drew: So this is a situation specific to Pushkar? 
Deepak: Yes. 
Drew: Why? Why do people from every religion come here? 
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Deepak: Because of the lake. The lake is the guru of all pilgrimage places, and Pushkar 
is the original and eternal (ādi-anādi) pilgrimage place. This is where Creation happened. 
When Brahma-ji created the world, he did it from here. At that time, there was no one 
saying “oh, he’s Hindu” and “he’s Muslim.” Afterwards, when they divided, that was 
when these definitions came about. Before that, there was only one religion—insāniyat 
dharm (the religion of humanity)… the biggest religion is sanātan dharm and insāniyat 
dharm, which are both the same, and into which comes every other religion.  
 
Deepak, along with Kamal, is of the minority opinion that sanātan dharm and hindu dharm are 
distinct. For Deepak, this is because Hinduism exists under the much larger category of the 
“eternal religion.” Moreover, sanātan dharm has its historical beginnings in Pushkar, the place 
from which Brahma first created the world.28 In this sense, the fact that people from different 
religious traditions come to Pushkar simply reinforces its original state as the home of humanity 
without division.    
As the town’s ritual and narrative focus, the lake features centrally in explanations of 
sanātan dharm. Theologically, part of the egalitarian appeal is that the lake has no mūrti or statue 
associated with it; those against graven images—especially Christians and Muslims29—can 
approach the lake without compunction. But beyond this is the incredible importance given to 
water. In response to a question about the lake’s religious significance, my friend Yogesh once 
replied with another question: “which caste is water?” (jal kī kaunsī jāti hai?). As in the 
examples mentioned earlier—about humanity as a single caste—the word jāti corresponds not 
solely to “caste” or “subcaste,” but more broadly to “type,” and in this particular case means 
religious affiliation. The answer is that water, like blood, has no jāti at all; its benefits extend to 
                                                 
28 It is fascinating too that Deepak is speaking about sanātan dharm as a religion existing before Hinduism, though 
he anchors his history in a decidedly Hindu framework, where Brahma creates the world—beginning with Pushkar.  
  
29 The missing demographic here are Jews, more specifically Israeli Jews, who have been coming to Pushkar in 
significant numbers since at least the 1990’s. Interestingly, and for no reason that I can determine, Pushkar locals 
often do not mention Judaism as one of the major religions. There are exceptions to this—like, say, Deepak above—
but a large number of my collaborators were unfamiliar with Judaism. Instead, they assume most foreigners to be 
Christian.  
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people of all races and religious traditions.30 In this context, many reminded me that jal hī jīvan, 
a phrase that roughly translates as “water is life,” but really means that “water, and water alone, 
is life.” According to a widespread Hindu belief, the body is comprised of five elements, or 
tattvas31—water, fire, earth, air, and ether—and in the Rajasthani desert, water runs the show. 
The notion that water is essential to life should not be surprising, but with it, Yogesh invoked the 
transitive property to pose a truly interesting equation: “water is life, and God is life. What gives 
life? Water, from drinking. So what is God? Water.” As an object of devotion, the water of 
Pushkar lake holds some of the “liquid love” that David Haberman (2006) sees in the Yamuna 
River of northern India, but with the important addition that this form of the divine is explicitly 
thought to welcome people of all religions. These factors—the lake, its divine water, and the fact 
that Creation happened here—help to frame the logic that sanātan dharm, in its global 
inclusivism and universalistic outlook, has its first and final home in Pushkar.32  
Tourism and Religion 
 When speaking with colleagues, friends, and tourists about my work in Pushkar, a fairly 
common question was whether it was simply tourism—a.k.a., the money—that makes the town 
such a center of egalitarian brotherhood. That is, do Pushkar’s brahmans and tour guides really 
believe in the supposed tenets of the “eternal religion”? While they questions are undoubtedly 
                                                 
30 Interestingly, water is not universally or inherently casteless in Indian society. Within the village setting in 
particular, water is a contested substance: water from a well might be denied to untouchables for fear of pollution, 
and higher caste villagers might not accept food cooked in water from a lower caste person where they would accept 
food cooked in oil. In Pushkar, anyone—regardless of caste—can bathe in the lake, though this is no way implies 
that locals in Pushkar promote a casteless society. Rather, as explained above, the idea that “water has no jāti” 
makes the most sense when we think of jāti much more broadly, as indicating religious differences.  
 
31 People in Pushkar seem to prefer the Sanskrit term “tattva,” but “bhūta” is also common. 
 
32 For more on the issue of “inclusivism” and its occurrence within the Hindu tradition, see Hacker’s foundational 
text (1983), Halbfass’ critique of Hacker (1988: 403-418), and Nicholson’s helpful summation (2010). 
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innocent, they necessarily prompt much broader questions about the sometimes uneasy 
relationship between religion and tourism. In the dissertation’s introduction, I discussed the 
“inosculation” of religion and tourism—which is to say, their growing together. This means that 
we cannot treat religion as some “private affair” forever set apart from the economy. Therefore, 
when we ask whether Pushkar’s locals really believe in the religious brotherhood of sanātan 
dharm, or is it the money talking, we can expect an answer more complicated than a simple 
either/or.  
Yes, the town’s tourism economy and its attendant philosophy of hospitality continue to 
exert a massive influence on the way people articulate religious identities. In thinking about the 
play of similarity and difference, and how these ideas become wrapped up in a discourse of 
brotherhood, I find the work of Walter Benjamin most useful. In his short essay “On Astrology,” 
Benjamin asserts that “the resemblances we can perceive, for example, in people’s faces, in 
buildings and plant forms… are nothing more than tiny prospects from a cosmos of similarity” 
(1999: 684). From here, he argues that the study of similarity itself is far less interesting than the 
study of the human faculty that generates such similarities out of the cosmos of possibility; he 
calls this the “mimetic faculty.” Although others (Taussig 1993; Bhabha 1994) have approached 
the idea of mimesis through the analysis of impersonation or parody, I instead emphasize the 
ability to generate similarity through speech; that is, through a repertoire of frequent and agreed 
upon phrases. In relating this to Pushkar, we can say that what drives the mimetic faculty—a 
kind of machine for similarity—is tourism itself.  
Tourism in Pushkar was not always a catalyst for harmony—rhetorical or real. Christina 
A. Joseph (1994, 2007) notes that the discourse surrounding Pushkar during the 80s and 90s was 
influenced by Hindu nationalists’ effort toward “saving Pushkar” from the effects of tourism. 
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While occasional scuffles remain—and the river of cultural difference can never be entirely 
bridged—I argue that the Pushkar of today sees far less of the “mediated resistance” that Joseph 
found in her ethnographic work, and far more of the language of brothering (2007: 204).33 
Today, as tourism increasingly integrates into locals’ lives and worldviews, and as the mimetic 
faculty pushes on, they see their home as a place for gathering communities rather than 
excluding them.  
But this change and acceptance of the tourism economy does not mean that these 
brahmans or tour guides are disingenuous. Firstly, so much of what happens in Pushkar happens 
in Hindi, and the phrase factory is no different. Even the phrase that counts the most—hindu, 
muslim, sikh, īsāī: ham sab hain, bhāī bhāī —is indecipherable to non-Hindi speakers, and thus 
would reach tourists’ ears only in spirit. At the very least, this helps to discount the suggestion 
that these ideas are only presented for certain faces with certain wallets. Far more importantly, I 
would argue Pushkar’s brand of sanātan dharm is both far too prepared and consistent to be 
propelled by anything other than the economic apparatus of pilgrimage and tourism, while at the 
same time far too widespread and agreed upon to be incompatible with the people’s values. 
Indeed, because religion in Pushkar is not simply a “black box into which everything can be put 
according to the interests of principal actors in a certain socio-political domain,” what becomes 
of greater interest are those sayings and practices that manage to thrive within this mutually 
constitutive realm of religion and economy (van der Veer and Vertovec 1991: 152).  
 
                                                 
33 This trend has exceptions, of course. For example, there are still temples in Pushkar where foreigners or non-
Hindus are not allowed to enter, most notably the Old Rangji Temple. In a different but related vein, it is generally 
the case that locals do not like Israeli tourists; they are known for their drug use—which is strictly prohibited in 
Pushkar—and are stereotyped as “dirty hippies.”  
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Media and Modern Universalism 
 Beyond the effects of tourism, larger shifts in India’s culture and economy also play a 
role in the construction of this discourse of religious universalism. Chief among them are 
globalization and liberalization, two deeply-interconnected and modern processes which have 
massively expanded and proliferated the pathways of information across the subcontinent. Here, 
I am interested in how such processes shape particular forms of media—largely the internet, but 
Bollywood too. Moreover, contrary to the popular assumption that modernity coincides with a 
rejection of traditional or religious ways of being, I want to address how these modern 
mediations directly engage with, and perhaps even recode, contemporary Indian religiosity 
(Chakrabarty 2000).   
If we are to understand Indian cinema as a “site of ideological production,” then even the 
most diverting and lighthearted of celluloid moments have a role in shaping cultural institutions, 
religion being no exception (Prasad 1998: 9). Take, for example, the Bollywood film OMG: Oh 
My God!, which was released in September of 2012, and which remained a topic of conversation 
in Pushkar for several months thereafter. The movie’s storyline is based on a Gujarati play 
entitled Kanji Virudh Kanji (“Kanji vs. Kanji,” or “Kanji vs. Krishna”), and was produced by 
Bollywood hunk—and incisive cultural critic—Akshay Kumar. The film satirizes the power and 
authority afforded to gurus and religious leaders—popularly called “God-men”—as well as the 
blind devotion with which their followers worship them. While the central plot is itself 
noteworthy, I want to focus on the characterization of Krishna.  
The film begins with Kanji, a swindling atheist whose religious paraphernalia store is 
destroyed in an earthquake. When Kanji’s insurance claim is denied because of a fine-print 
clause that rejects compensation for “acts of God,” Kanji sues God in court, and much drama 
Thomases                                                                                     
 
60 
ensues. The plot thickens as we are introduced to a new character, Krishna—that is, Krishna the 
butter thief, the lover boy, the god—in the form of Akshay Kumar. When Krishna first appears 
on the scene, he looks very modern indeed. He stands on top of a high-rise, long suit jacket 
flapping in the breeze, twirling his motorcycle keys around his index finger like Vishnu’s chakra 
of old. What is on his bike’s license plate? The number “786” (the numerological value of the 
Muslim bismillā), the word “Om,” and the Christian cross.  
Soon, our real life Krishna comes knocking on the protagonist’s door. Kanji is sitting 
lazily on his back porch, glass of whiskey in hand: 
Kanji: Who is it? 
 




Krishna: If you were Muslim, Mohammed (paigambar). If you were Christian, then 
Jesus Christ. You’re Hindu, so Krishna.  
 
In much the same vein, when Kanji’s court case seems doomed, Krishna suggests that he read 
the Gītā, the Bible, and the Qur’an for inspiration; they all, according to Krishna, represent 
God’s singular truth. The holy books offer Kanji considerable insight—both juridically and 
existentially—and he moves forward with greater resolve. I will spare the ending for those who 
hope to enjoy what is truly a devotional romp. For the purpose of my argument, however, the 
point is fairly clear: Krishna is not a Hindu god, but simply God called different names by 
different people; nor is any one religious scripture somehow more valid or authoritative than any 
other, as they all participate in the project of human betterment through the revelation of divine 
truths. By now, this sort of Hindu universalism should be quite familiar. What I find most 
compelling, then, is the ease and effortlessness with which Krishna’s character takes on these 
universalist principles. The fact that the ideas highlighted above do not at all make up the main 
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point of the movie—really, are ancillary to the plot—shows the extent to which universalism is 
already assumed. To me, this indicates that modern-day Hindus are increasingly part of a global 
conversation on the nature of religion, more specifically, a conversation about how people of 
different religions might fit into a vaster and more significant human community.  
 While engagement with film is mostly limited to a screening and the occasional 
conversation, using the internet provides a wider range of possibilities. Like moviegoers, people 
on the web consume ideology. But they produce it too, creating digital selves with digital 
allegiances formed in digital communities. And yet, it is important to remember that the kind of 
“virtual neighborhoods” made online can also be really real, in the sense that they are often 
reflective of actual peoples and places; they constitute, as Arjun Appadurai puts it, the “global 
production of locality” (1996: 188-189). As far as Pushkar is concerned, the online production of 
locality seems nowhere more pervasive than on Facebook, the social networking site that has 
recently skyrocketed in popularity across the subcontinent, with the number of users in India 
being second only to that of the United States. In the dissertation’s introduction, I briefly noted 
how a collaborator used Facebook as a platform for expressing his belief that Pushkar is 
paradise; he used his own picture, and added his own comments. With regard to sanātan dharm 
and Hindu universalism, however, Facebook takes on a slightly different role. Here, the site 
connects two different discursive spaces: the first is the repository of infinite memes available 
across the internet, which is to say, ready-made images or messages of cultural value catapulting 
across cyberspace; the second is the “virtual neighborhood” of people—locals and tourists—who 
live in, visit, and think about Pushkar. In other words, rather than being a mere vehicle for 
expression, Facebook works to mediate between popular religious discourses out there in the 
ether, and more localized conversations that take place around a virtual Pushkar.  




Figure 4. A Facebook post from a Pushkar local.  
The example above (Figure 4) will help to explain. This image—which can be found on a 
number of websites, but the origin of which is unclear—was posted on Facebook as a 
collaborator’s “profile picture” in 2012. Whereas American Facebook practices tend to dictate 
that people use a picture of themselves—or their children—in their profile picture, this is not the 
status quo in India. Users in India switch their profile pictures with greater regularity, and they 
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welcome a far larger range of images as possible options.34 The above image, then, shows five 
DJs wearing chunky headphones, standing by turntables and behind a wall of speakers. Who are 
these collaborative disc jockeys? Well, it is hard to identify all five, but we can name three with 
certainty: Jesus, Buddha, and Shiva. Above their heads, the phrase “TO BE ONE” reads loud and 
clear. In smaller font and lining the bottom is a similar sentiment: “MAY PEACE PREVAIL.” 
Although odd at first glance, the picture nicely represents what I have come to recognize as 
Pushkar’s youth culture. During religious festivals, for example, teenage boys roam the streets in 
packs while dancing to techno and house and dubstep and trance as it pulsates through giant and 
broken speakers. The cautious ones have cotton balls jammed in their ears, while the rest tempt 
Brahma and the gods over loss of hearing. Importantly, these dancing maniacs are the very same 
boys who attend Sanskrit school, work with relatives on the ghāṭs, talk about “same same, but 
different,” and claim to see the world’s religions as different paths toward some unified truth. In 
short, boys who love their electronic dance music, but who also envision a future in which a 
phrase like “TO BE ONE” has real meaning. As such, this fascinating image floating in 
cyberspace becomes fixed to a particular locality, articulating a position already held but likely 
never before voiced in that specific way.  
The image on the following page (Figure 5) is another meme posted on Facebook by a 
friend in Pushkar. Unlike the earlier image, however, this one requires little cultural context; if 
anything, the image’s message seems a part of mainstream American discourse on religion and 
the state. In fact, judging by similar messages on the internet—some even designed with the stars 
and stripes—this image may have been made in America. Either way, it echoes a common  
                                                 
34 Very recently—and much to my surprise—an eighteen-year-old collaborator in Pushkar changed his profile 
picture on Facebook to a photo of my infant daughter!  




Figure 5. Another Facebook post from a Pushkar local.  
sentiment held in both India and the United States, namely, that dominant religious groups 
should not be allowed to marginalize, or exert undue influence upon, religious minorities. 
Freedom of religion, the argument follows, should apply to all religious communities at all times, 
and not simply to those with greater access to institutions of power. Such an idea corresponds, at 
least in part, to the political doctrine of “secularism,” a polyvalent term with a complex 
genealogical history (Asad 2003). Moreover, secularism has an alternative meaning specific to 
the Indian context, where at its conception “it was meant to impose limits on the political 
expression of cultural or religious conflicts between Hindus and Muslims, limits that were 
tragically transgressed immediately before and in the aftermath of the declaration of 
Independence in August 1947” (Bhargava 1998: 1). As opposed to the United States, with its 
alleged “wall of separation” between religious institutions and the state, India’s brand of 
secularism usually leads to the government’s direct engagement in the recognition of religious 
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laws.35 Thus, the government to some extent endorses all religions rather than none. But how 
might such a position help to shape Indian—and in particular, Indian nationalist—politics? One 
more meme will help us address the question.  
 
Figure 6. An image for India’s Republic Day.  
The image above (Figure 6) was not posted on Facebook by a Pushkar local, but I include 
it here because of both its popularity and the implicit connections it draws between secularism, 
                                                 
35 Admittedly, how secularism becomes enacted in law is a fraught and complicated subject, as explained by Donald 
Eugene Smith in his India as a Secular State: “[a] major problem in the position of religious personal law in the 
legal structure of present-day India. That a Hindu, a Muslim, and a Christian, all citizens of the same country, should 
be governed by different inheritance laws is an anachronism indeed in modern India and diametrically opposed to 
the fundamental principles of secularism. The Constitution declares that the state must strive for a uniform civil 
code... The conception of the secular state both presupposes a uniform civil law, and requires that the religious 
beliefs of a minority be respected. Probably 90 per cent of the Indian Muslims feel that their law is of the very 
essence of Islam. This is the dilemma which must one day be faced” (Larson 2001: 1-2). 
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nationalism, and religious universalism. The image and ones like it appear on a number of 
different websites, making their rounds each year on India’s Republic Day (Jan. 26). The green 
and orange lettering reads “I AM INDIAN,” but like some kind of sacred scrabble board, each 
letter in “INDIAN” offers alphabetic inspiration for another word: MuslIm, HiNdu, BuDdhist, 
SIkh, ChristiAn, and JaiN. The argument is two-fold: first, echoing the tenets of secularism, 
Indian identity is a harmonious composite built from a collection of different religious peoples 
and practices, all of which have equal value; second, although religious difference demands 
respect and recognition, ultimately all identities play second-fiddle to that one, most important 
label—“Indian.” This makes particularly good sense on Republic Day, when a nation with a too-
rich history of communal violence and identity politics attempts to erase difference for the sake 
of greater unity. 
But we have no doubt heard this message before. Minus the explicit appeal to nationalism 
above, are these not the tenets of sanātan dharm? In Pushkar’s version of Hindu universalism, 
the local community envisions a world where all people, regardless of religion, are brothers; in 
the secular nationalism framed above, the state envisions a country where all people, regardless 
of religion, are Indians. Brothers or Indians, the goal is to capture a sense of belonging—not 
necessarily the erasure of difference, but rather the recognition of an overarching and enduring 
sameness. On the other hand, the differences between Indian secularism and Hindu nationalism 
are important too. Hindu universalism expresses the voice of a Hindu majority, welcoming 
minorities but only to the extent that they cohere to the dominant vision of universalism. Indian 
secularism—almost by definition—emerges from a defense of minority communities, where any 
vision for the future requires the equal weighing of diverse interests. Here, we see a similar 
message of greater belonging, but with sometimes contrasting ideas of how to achieve it. While 
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we should be wary of asserting that Indian secularism and Hindu universalism are identical, it 
seems sufficiently clear to say that overlaps do exist, and that those overlaps belie our Western 
presumptions about the oppositional nature of religion and the secular.36 In India, where 
secularism demands the state’s recognition of all religions, universalism can actually 
approximate the secular. The next issue, then, and what we must explore in the following 
section, is how sanātan dharm can be mapped onto India’s political landscape.  
Hindus, Muslims, and the Limits of Universalism 
I realize that the prospect of peace, love, and understanding—especially within the 
critical atmosphere of the academy—is a dubious one at best. And the hermeneutics of suspicion 
can be compelling: one person’s mahāsāgar (“great ocean”) is another’s “contact zone,” which 
Mary Louise Pratt identifies as a social space “where disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple 
with each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination” (1992: 
4). In Pushkar, such asymmetries certainly exist. At one point it was au courant in disciplinary 
circles to speak of tourism as a form of imperialism (Henderson and Weisgrau 2007: xxix; Nash 
1989), and economic asymmetries are in fact extraordinarily visible in Pushkar.37 And yet, as far 
as sanātan dharm is concerned, the main issue is this: what does a human brotherhood look like, 
and is everyone invited? The people who get to make these decisions are those who speak with 
the rhetoric of similarity and who labor in the phrase factory. That is to say, it is Hindus—more 
specifically, high-caste Hindus in the tourism and pilgrimage complex—who have this power, 
                                                 
36 I am not the first to make this claim. Both Talal Asad (2003) and Gil Anidjar (2006) assert that ideas of “religion” 
and “the secular” are always bound together, and that secularism actually emerges from Christianity.  
 
37 I do not want to gloss over the wealth gap that exists between extremely well-off travelers from Europe and North 
America, and brahmans working on the ghāṭs who make rps. 1,500 (~$25) on a good week. This is no doubt a topic 
that requires more serious treatment. For more information on the tourism economy in Rajasthan as a whole, see 
Henderson and Weisgrau (2007: xxxi-xxxiii). 
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and it turns out that their concern is directed towards Muslims.  
I noted earlier that Hindus’ interest in other religions—and particularly the explicit 
willingness to visit different places of worship—could also function as a commentary about 
Muslims and their relative lack of willingness to do the same. The commentary is framed in 
geographic terms, between the Hindu town of Pushkar and the Muslim city of Ajmer.38 Pushkar 
Hindus often mention their trips to the dargāh of Moinuddin Chishti in Ajmer, a twelve-
kilometer bus ride up and over the Nag Pahar mountain to what is one of India’s most important 
Islamic pilgrimage places. The shrine is a place of power—plain and simple—regardless of 
religious affiliation.39 This is in spite of the pervasive opinion that even in the shrine one risks 
the chance of getting robbed. Conversely, Pushkar Hindus hold that Muslims from Ajmer rarely 
come to their town, hardly ever visit the lake in any religious capacity, and absolutely never step 
inside the Brahma temple. It is ultimately very difficult to tell how many Muslims go to Hindu 
sites like the Brahma temple; we cannot necessarily know a person’s religion without asking, 
though apparel and gestural signs can supply some information. Over the course of my 
fieldwork, I met Muslims who adamantly refused to step inside Hindu temples, and some who 
said that they had, in fact, gone into the Brahma temple.40 Yet, even in this situation and even for 
                                                 
38 Pushkar, of course, is not 100% Hindu, nor is Ajmer 100% Muslim. The actual demographics of the two locales 
are virtually impossible to ascertain, as Pushkar is part of Ajmer District, and thus not measured separately. 
According to the All India Council of Muslim Economic Uplift, Ajmer District is only 11.2% Muslim 
(http://www.aicmeu.org/Muslim_Population_Distribution_in_India.htm). 
 
39 It is important to note that the shrine of Moinuddin Chishti in Ajmer may represent an exceptional case for many 
Hindus in Pushkar, which is to say, Hindus are far more likely to visit the shrine than any other small or local 
mosque in the area. In the beginning of my research, I was amazed to find that local shopkeepers were not aware of 
a mosque literally twenty feet from their stores. 
 
40 The imam at Pushkar’s biggest mosque, the shāhī masjid, told me that the relationship between Muslims and 
Hindus in the town was good—without tension and with love. Another member of the mosque largely agreed, 
saying that the relationship was not necessarily one in which the communities mixed, but one which relied on 
mutual respect.  
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Hindus who voice anti-Muslim sentiment, Muslims figure quite explicitly in the brotherhood of 
sanātan dharm. So what is happening?  
In order to address this issue, it seems beneficial to abandon—at least temporarily—the 
language of universalism, and instead situate this set of circumstances in the language of 
tolerance, “an attitude that is intermediate between wholehearted acceptance and unrestrained 
opposition” (Scanlon 1998: 54).41 Hindus from Pushkar recognize a particular set of rights for 
Muslims—in this instance, admittance to a religious brotherhood of humanity—while 
simultaneously desiring that Muslims not be so different, and not do the things they do. What 
makes this case particularly interesting is that the stakes of this dynamic are located exactly at 
the point where the discourse of tolerance meets its limit; namely, where the majority can no 
longer tolerate the intolerance of the minority. This suggests not that tolerance breaks down 
completely, because that is clearly not the case in Pushkar, but rather that the complex 
negotiations involved in creating a religious brotherhood require a certain force of opinion on the 
part of Hindus, a struggle to prove or demonstrate to others that they should act more like 
brothers. Moreover, it reveals the ways in which a conceptual category as seemingly benign as 
“tolerance” can function as “a mode of incorporating and regulating the presence of the 
threatening Other within” (Brown 2006: 27).42  
This raises the complicated question as to whether sanātan dharm is wrapped up in some 
form of right-wing, Hindu nationalist discourse. Jyotirmaya Sharma, in his exposé of Swami 
                                                 
41 One might even go so far as to apply the term “antagonistic tolerance,” as described by Robert M. Hayden (2002). 
In this piece, Hayden notes that when thinking of shared religious sites in particular, one must be aware of how 
power relations shift throughout history. Thus a site where “sharing” currently exists may simply be one moment of 
peace in an otherwise competitive, and possibly violent, history. Pushkar may not be a shared religious site, but 
Hayden’s work offers an important reminder that brotherly harmony is not without historical change.  
 
42 Another important term here is “pluralism,” which entails both the recognition of diversity, and the fact that one 
should do something about accommodating it (Marty 2007: 16). For Shail Mayaram (2005), it expresses the idea of 
“living together.” Pluralism ideally serves to maintain, recognize, and respect difference, whereas the kind of 
universalism put forward in sanātan dharm involves a more consistent blurring of religious boundaries.  
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Vivekananda in India’s Outlook magazine, certainly thinks so. In the cover story from January 
2013, titled “Dharma for the State,” Sharma explores Vivekananda, his guru Ramakrishna, and 
what Sharma believes to be the emergence of Hindu supremacist ideology. Speaking about 
Ramakrishna, the author expresses surprise over why the Bengali saint would use such a 
“politically charged neologism like ‘Sanatana Dharma’” (Sharma, 50). While I am disinclined to 
agree with these descriptors of the “eternal religion”—after all, sanātan dharm can only be a 
neologism if Sharma is referring to Ramakrishna’s time, but when Ramakrishna used the term in 
1884 it was hardly the political symbol it would become—I do think Sharma’s sense of surprise 
highlights the very real concern that the discourse of sanātan dharm, however deployed, serves 
the goals of a rabid Hindu nationalism.  
In some ways, Sharma’s concern is well placed. Sri Aurobindo’s rhetoric of a Hindu 
nation rising and falling with the “eternal religion” is one that finds easy analogs in the present. 
Take, for example, the Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP)—a right-wing Hindu nationalist group 
with known complicity in the demolition of the Babri Masjid and other communal incidents—
whose primary objective stated on their website is to “consolidate, strengthen and make 
invincible the global Hindu fraternity by following the eternal and universal life values based on 
Sanatan Dharma and work for total welfare of humanity on the basis of the unique cultural ethos 
of Bharatvarsha” (http://vhp.org/organization/org-objective). Theirs is a brotherhood made by 
and for Hindus, and all in the name of sanātan dharm. On a more local scale, I am reminded of a 
sādhvī (female ascetic) from Delhi who delivered a speech to a large crowd on the outskirts of 
Pushkar in March 2013; her rhetoric was fiery and political—certainly right-wing—and when 
she referred to the entirety of Hindu religion, she called it “hamārā sanātan dharm” (“our eternal 
religion”). These versions of sanātan dharm undoubtedly function to exclude, and galvanize fear 
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of the Other. Moreover, even in instances when sanātan dharm takes on universalist qualities, it 
necessarily involves the flattening of difference. Such homogenization tends to serve those with 
greater access to wealth and power, thus disenfranchising minority communities who become 
subsumed under the majority.43 We can therefore say without too much equivocation that the 
language of brothering is also a language of privilege.  
At the same time, I hesitate to locate every instance of universalism or homogenization 
under the larger umbrella of Hindu nationalism, a term which tends to accommodate a vast range 
of associations, and can cast too wide a net. We face an epistemological crisis when we look at 
two divergent ideologies—aggressive anti-Muslim sentiment and Hindu chauvinism on the one 
hand, and a universalist-but-imperfect religious brotherhood on the other—and call them the 
same thing. Surely difference makes a difference. For instance, we can revisit the phrase intoned 
throughout this chapter: hindu, muslim, sikh, īsāī: ham sab hain, bhāī bhāī. A particularly 
suspicious academic might criticize such a sentiment as having homogenizing tendencies, and 
thereby claim to smell the scent of Hindu nationalism, but actually the slogan was introduced by 
the Indian National Congress during the struggle against British rule (Engineer 2010: 171).44 It 
was chanted by Hindus and Muslims alike as an explicit call to unite Indians of all religious 
communities. Fast forward to the present, and Congress—itself representing a vast Hindu 
constituency—currently serves as the primary opponent to the now-dominant, and Hindu 
nationalist, Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). Pushkar’s political climate has been largely split over 
                                                 
43 This erasure of difference also raises questions about Dalits and lower caste Hindus who, although not a minority, 
have unequal access to wealth, education, and power. Within the discourse of brothering, Dalits are simply 
subsumed under the banner of “Hindu,” and thus included. But the important differences that so materially affect 
Dalit lives—and the inequalities maintained within caste hierarchy—are ignored for the sake of universalist goals. 
  
44 The exact slogan was actually “hindu, muslim, sikh, īsāī: hain sab bhāī bhāī” (Engineer 2010: 171). For another 
example of this slogan—and ones like it—in contemporary India, see Snodgrass (2006: 145-146). 
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the last several years, with Congress support declining in the most recent election of Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi.45 Still, throughout my research I encountered a significant number of 
informants who would talk about sanātan dharm while remaining proud and vocal Congress 
supporters. In the end, it is important to remember that Hindu nationalists do not have a 
monopoly on thinking about the present and future of Hindu religion.  
The case of Pushkar might better reflect the interesting ways in which local 
manifestations of sanātan dharm simultaneously serve and diverge from pan-Indian and Hindu 
nationalist ones. The discourse surrounding the “eternal religion” incorporates certain notions 
and dispositions that circulate widely—for example, Hinduism’s status as the very best religion, 
and Islam’s relative intolerance—though these notions are not the ones most central to the local 
definition of sanātan dharm. For that, we might go back to Sandeep’s statement earlier: “sanātan 
dharm is the oneness of it all.” Moreover, there are also features that fit Pushkar uniquely, such 
as how locals regard the lake’s water as a form of divine power without religious boundaries, or 
how the town manages to gather people from all across the world. Ideas like this are predicated 
upon both hyper-locality and a self-conscious extension beyond the Hindu nation. As such, to 
write this off as Hindu nationalist sentiment—thus closing off the possibility of a genuine project 
toward tolerance—is to take suspicion as the only hermeneutic. But what about sympathy? 
Conclusion: In Defense of Brothering 
 By now, it should be apparent that the discourse of sanātan dharm in Pushkar is complex: 
it is partially a remnant of nineteenth-century orthodoxy-cum-nationalism; a good deal sounds 
                                                 
45 For the major part of my fieldwork, Pushkar—and Rajasthan more broadly—were Congress-run. In December of 
2013, however, Ashok Gehlot (Congress) gave up his position as Chief Minister of Rajasthan to Vasundhara Raje 
(BJP), and the incumbent MLA (Member of Legislative!Assembly) for Pushkar, Naseem Akhtar Insaf (Congress), 
lost to Suresh Singh Rawat (BJP). In 2014, Sachin Pilot (Congress), the Lok Sabha representative for Ajmer 
Constituency, lost his seat to Sanwar Lal Jat (BJP). Thus over a relatively short period of time, Rajasthan went from 
a Congress-dominated government to one controlled by the BJP.  
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like Vivekananda, but with contemporary pop cultural flourishes; it is mostly Hindu, but shares 
features with South Asian Islam; it caters to tourism, but is not necessarily of it; it calls upon 
global discourses, but makes them local. And yet given this muddled pedigree, in Pushkar the 
“eternal religion” is indicative of an effort toward creating a universal brotherhood. It is this 
particular process—what I call “brothering”—that I have wanted to highlight. The larger 
trajectory or actual efficacy of “brothering” is still hard to tell, but some of its failures will be 
highlighted in the fourth chapter. What we do know is that turning an “other” into a “brother” 
requires far more than mere recognition, but the repeated articulation and circulation of these 
ideas. This is something that Pushkar locals do very well. Issues of economic interest and 
political leanings necessarily have an effect, but I hope to have shown that relying on an 
argument which too readily highlights the impact of tourism, or the political nature of a term, can 
blanket over important nuances. Within the academy, where postcolonial critique looks to 
domination and imperialism—and often does so quite effectively—Pushkar’s brand of sanātan 
dharm stirs a certain skepticism. But here, I would also like to take seriously the possibility of 
brothering. However difficult it may be, and however imperfectly we deal with the differences 










MAKING PUSHKAR PARADISE 
 
 
May the water of the Puṣkara lake purify you—the water which is clean; which is clear like the 
moon; in which foam is produced by the commotion of elephants’ trunks and of crocodiles; 
which is frequented by the chief Brāhmaṇas engaged in the (observance of) vows and restraints 
for the realization of Brahman; which is sanctified by the sight of Brahmā...  
        -Padma Purāṇa (I.1.1)1 
   
 
Figure 7. “Holy Lake and Town of Poshkur,” sketched by Charles Richard Francis (1848). 
Nearly every priest and tour guide will tell you that “Pushkar” is the name of neither 
town nor temple, but of the lake itself. According to the story told on the ghāṭs every day, when 
the world was newly made and bright and shining, Brahma set out to declare for himself a 
special abode. At the suggestion of Vishnu, Brahma took a lotus into his hand and dropped it 
                                                 
1 This is translated by N.A. Deshpande (1988: 1), Sṛṣṭikhaṇḍa ( I.1.1). 
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from the heavens. The lotus fell into three pieces, and where the petals touched the earth, water 
sprang up to form three lakes; the largest became the place we now call Pushkar.2 Said to be 
derived from the Sanskrit word for “flower” or pushpa, and the word for “hand,” or kara, the 
very word “Pushkar” orients the listener toward the lake.3 Brahma’s story does not end here, but 
for this chapter it will suffice to say that Pushkar—proudly called Pushkar-rāj (King Pushkar) by 
locals—is a body of water.4 This sentiment is actualized in the practice of everyday life, where a 
pilgrim’s reason for coming to the town hinges upon a number of ritual activities involving the 
lake, such as pūjā (worship), snān (bathing), dān (giving), and parikramā (circumambulation).5 
These activities and their relative efficacy are couched in the belief that the lake possesses 
incredible curative, wish-granting, and sometimes salvific powers.  
And yet Pushkar’s popularity and religious significance contribute to the environmental 
degradation that it now faces. It is far from “clean” and “clear like the moon,” as in the epigraph 
quoted above. Although we might not assume mythic images to match everyday expectations, 
the lake’s physical condition poses one of the most significant threats to Pushkar being the 
heavenly place for which so many strive. This chapter looks to Pushkar-rāj, the lake as imagined 
and lived, and the local effort to keep it clean. In addition to circumambulation, custodians of the 
                                                 
2 The other two lakes are also called Pushkar—madhya or “medium Pushkar” and kaniṣṭh or “junior Pushkar”—but 
they receive very little attention. Medium Pushkar is a small tank off the beaten path, and is often without water. 
Junior Pushkar is also confusingly called būḍhā Pushkar or “old Pushkar,” which refers to a story in which 
Aurangzeb, while traveling to Pushkar with intentions of destroying temples there, stopped by junior Pushkar to cool 
off. Washing in the magical waters, his beard turned white and his face became aged and wrinkled. Becoming 
temporarily old (būḍhā), and seeing Pushkar’s power, he ordered his army back home. While more popular than 
medium Pushkar, Būḍhā Pushkar hardly gathers crowds.  
  
3 According to MacDonell, the primary definition of puṣkara is “blue lotus flower” (1893:166). Other possible 
etymologies exist too—like puṣpakara, referring to Brahma as “one who produces the blue lotus flower”—though 
the local Hindi guide, called the Pushkar Mahātmya, uses the derivation mentioned above in the body of the text.   
 
4 One might also translate this as “king of Pushkar.” On a related note, both Pushkar and Allahabad are referred to 
as tīrthrāj by their respective inhabitants, translated as “king of pilgrimage places.” 
 
5 The Brahma temple, which is the subject of the following chapter, is another significant reason for making the 
pilgrimage to Pushkar, but it is almost always considered secondary to the lake.  
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lake engage in a number of activities: they collect trash, they fulfill their dharm by feeding 
animals, and they “farm for karma.” Following the work of Catherine Bell, I think about these 
activities—their imbrication and interweaving—as an instance of ritualization. Through this lens, 
I hope to show that caring for the lake is both an activity born out of the understanding that 
Pushkar is paradise, and also one which simultaneously sets paradise in the making. As with so 
many experiences in Pushkar, this chapter takes the form of a tour. Walking along the lake, I 
pick up trash, but also stories and opinions, quotations and observations. Like a dervish’s 
hemline, the conversation will at times billow out beyond the center—beyond the lake or the 
ethnographic moment—eventually to settle back where it started. And like any parikramā, the 
goal is to finish at the beginning, but with greater insight and a little satisfaction.6  
A Lakeside Pamphlet 
Mukesh had invited me the week before to join his cleaning group, but this day was the first I 
managed to find that precious combination of time and energy. I reached Brahm Ghāṭ only a few 
minutes early, and there was chai to be had. I found a small corner of shade at a concrete bench 
next to Pradeep’s supply stall. One of several stalls on Brahm Ghāṭ, Pradeep’s little shop 
provides the materials for religious services. After pilgrims pay for a pūjā, they are given a 
plastic goodie bag with prasād, red string for protective bracelets, a framed picture of Brahma  
                                                 
6 The structure of the chapter should not suggest that I walked around the lake with the cleaning group only once, or 
that all of the observations and conversations took place solely within the confines of a single circumambulation. 
This account is a composite of several trips around the lake, and of many conversations which took place not only 
leading up to, during, or after cleaning, but also at different times of the day.  
 




Figure 8. Pradeep at his stall on Brahm Ghāṭ. 
and Gayatri on the lake, and a pamphlet of the Pushkar Mahātmya (“The Greatness of Pushkar”), 
which I mentioned in the dissertation’s introduction.7 The photograph above (Figure 8) shows  
 Pradeep’s stall, where these wares are displayed, offered in bags, and sold individually. 
Perhaps more than anything else, the Pushkar Mahātmya serves as the town’s religious 
text par excellence, especially in terms of accessibility and circulation.8 The pamphlet contains 
                                                 
7 The more common spelling of the text would be Māhātmya, with the first two syllables being long; however, 
every version that I have seen in Pushkar renders it Mahātmya. When speaking of the local, Hindi text, I will keep 
the local spelling. When referring to the Sanskrit work or the body of literature, I will use the more common 
spelling. 
  
8 On the other hand, the source most cited by locals as containing the greatest amount of information is the Padma 
Purāṇa, a Sanskrit work that is notoriously difficult to date because of its composite nature, estimated anywhere 
between the 4th and 12th centuries (Malik 1993: 405; Wilson 1840: xxi). At 55,000 verses, the text covers a massive 
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the central myths of Pushkar’s creation and Brahma’s sacrifice, information on famous temples, 
and collected stories about the lake. The Mahātmya’s material is not simply gathered together 
willy-nilly, but has a purposeful trajectory and a discernible argument: Pushkar is #1! These 
stories and mythological references, which are read widely, confer authority upon the town as a 
center of memorable and miraculous happenings. Michel de Certeau speaks of stories as “spatial 
trajectories”: “every day, they traverse and organize places; they select and link them together; 
they make sentences and itineraries about them” (1984:115). In this sense, visiting Pushkar and 
returning home with a pamphlet in hand—sharing these stories with family and friends—is an 
act of remembrance that constructs a kind of mental religious geography with the lake at its 
center.9 Even with the understanding that many a Mahātmya is fated for the trash bin, these 
pamphlets form an important part of the pilgrimage network that extends outside the town. Not 
only that, but the Mahātmyas leave a literal paper trail. They act as little envoys from the lake, 
scattering a material presence across the country, and orienting an ever-expanding area toward 
Pushkar.  
In his work on the pilgrimage center of Hardwar, James Lochtefeld notes that the 
māhātmya literature there hinges upon a sense of mythic timelessness in which an atemporal 
Hardwar exists alongside one that has undergone significant change (2010: 7). That seems true 
                                                 
range of topics, from stories of the gods to the importance of fasting and pilgrimage. Rocher notes that the Purāṇa is 
a loose collection of varied works, as “evidenced by the numerous māhātmyas, stotras, etc., which claim to belong 
to it (1986: 207-208). The Purāna’s first chapter is known both as the Sṛṣṭikhaṇḍa (“The Book of Creation”) and the 
Puṣkarakhaṇḍa (“The Book of Pushkar”), as it addresses in detail the lake’s greatness (Rocher 1986: 208). The 
Purāṇa has been rendered into Hindi and made widely available by Gita Press (first published in 1944); I know of at 
least one copy of this 1,000-page tome that lies waiting in a storage container on Brahm Ghāṭ as easy reference for 
curiosities or unanswered questions among the brahmans there.  
 
9 Granoff (1998) notes that māhātmya literature, as a genre, tends to ignore the importance of temples, or the rituals 
performed in temples. Instead, they “define the sanctity of the site primarily in terms of the physical site itself, often 
a mountain, and its natural features, lakes, rivers, and from time to time man-made or divinely made tanks and 
ponds” (1-2). According to her, this trend suggests the ambivalences of brahmanical traditions toward temple cults. 
The modern Pushkar Mahātmya underlines this ambivalence too, as it mentions a number of famous temples but 
nevertheless maintains the centrality of the lake.  
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too of Pushkar, but with an important caveat: part of Pushkar’s greatness derives from it having 
been around since the very beginning, not stuck in a vacuum or unchanging, but enduring even 
when buffeted by the centuries. The stories that circulate throughout Pushkar and beyond often 
take on the appearance of a “who’s who” of the epic world: “Lord Ram came here!,” “So did the 
Pandav brothers!” Such mythological stories dominate the Mahātmya—and they appear 
throughout the dissertation wherever their echoes most powerfully resonate—but for now I will 
narrate a different type of tale. This is a story about the Pratihara king of Mandor, Narhar Rao, 
who in the 9th century C.E. visited Pushkar and commissioned a number of ghāṭs and temples 
there (Joseph 1994: 32). The historical record provides scant additional detail, but the Mahātmya 
version adds a generous helping of masala: Rao’s visit is recast as the rediscovery of Pushkar 
after ages of forgotten wildness.10 Here, the Mahātmya describes an important transitional 
moment, serving as a departure from the epic world while maintaining the image of a still-
magical Pushkar—one not only for gods and heroes, but also for pilgrims, camel herders, and 
even tourists.11 
It begins with our king, Narhar Rao, a righteous leader suffering from leprosy. Desiring 
an end to his affliction, the king prays to the goddess (devī mātā): “end my life or give me the 
cure!” The goddess hears her devotee, appearing to him in a dream. She tells him that he will 
find relief near Pushkar forest (the lake, created by Brahma at the time of Creation, had slowly 
gone underground and become hidden in the forest), so the king sets off. At his destination but 
                                                 
10 James Tod also mentions a “sovereign of Mundore” who was cured of “some disorder” by the water in Pushkar, 
and then excavated the lake there (1829: 607). We therefore know that some version of this story has been around 
for almost two centuries.  
 
11 While I am working with the pamphlet entitled Pushkar Mahātmya, it should be noted that the text itself has 
multiple versions. The outline, structure, and detail depend on the publisher, and even within the same publishing 
house there are longer and shorter versions. In most instances, I combine the varied versions and streamline them for 
the sake of readability. In those few cases when informants have made their preferences known, I will stick to a 
particular publisher’s story or narrate in greater detail.   
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withering in the heat, the king collapses. Knees in the mud and desperate, he drinks from a pool 
of water no bigger than the hoof of a cow. A peace passes over the king as he drinks from his 
cupped hands, and he sees his leprous fingers heal. He realizes now that the water is magical and 
curative—as the goddess had promised—so he bathes from the tiny puddle. The king, now 
healthy, goes back home and gathers his men. He returns to the forest, and with the full force of 
kingly power and authority, excavates a lake out of the tiny puddle. Pushkar, which had been 
part of the ancient world and somehow forgotten, is newly discovered. Thus, although 
undoubtedly created by the hands of Brahma, the lake of today is what it is because of Narhar 
Rao. Locals may speak more regularly of various mythic figures and their wanderings in 
Pushkar, but the human element as described in this story most fully realizes the idea that 
everyone can access the wonders of Brahma’s abode.12 Moreover, I also see in Rao’s story an 
indication of something else altogether—of a Pushkar lake that, however divine, can be worked 
upon and molded by human hands.  
Scum, Silt, Pollution 
“Take your shoes off and follow me!” Mukesh wrested me from my bench and my chai. 
Together, we descended the broad marble stairs, where the rest of our group stood ready: eight 
men in total, all barefoot, some carrying makeshift pool-cleaners, others with large bags made 
out of sturdy woven plastic. One man carried a package of sliced white bread. Is this a late-
afternoon snack? Too embarrassed to ask, I rolled up my pant legs and bobbled my head in 
readiness. We walked to the water, which because of insufficient rains had receded about 50 feet 
                                                 
12 Narhar Rao is a king, and duly invested with power and authority, but the above story is not solely about kingly 
power. It also speaks of suffering, devotion, and the search for salvation, all of which constitute basic features of the 
human experience of religion. On a slightly different note, it should also be said that although I am particularly 
interested in this story because of how it bridges realms of kingly/historical and divine/mythic, locals narrate the tale 
as yet another example of Pushkar’s curative powers—which is to say, its ability to relieve suffering.  
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from the descending ghāṭs and exposed the concrete platform between marble and lake. The 
shore was littered with trash: wet and worn clothes discarded after a holy dip; emptied packages 
of hair oil and pān, potato chips and cookies; paper plates which once held seed for feeding 
pigeons; old pūjā bracelets made of string, broken off and then replaced; and dozens of coconuts 
offered in devotion to the lake. As the team’s novice, I was given the cushy job of holding the 
“coconut-only” bag, which at the end of the day would make its way to a sadhu who uses the 
coconuts for his fire near Brahm Ghāṭ. Two pairs broke off to clean the water itself, one 
skimming the surface with a pool-cleaner while the other held a bag. What came out of the lake 
possessed a vast range of qualities, from recognizable and sometimes beautiful—for example, 
bunches of brilliant pink rose petals recently offered to the lake—to completely unrecognizable 
and decidedly less pleasant. The latter category was much larger than the former, and included a 
variety of rotten organic items mixed with paper and plastic. The bags filled fast.  
 Like many bodies of water in India, Pushkar lake has faced a number of environmental 
problems over the past several decades. Aldous Huxley hinted at such issues when he visited 
Pushkar in the 1920s and mentioned how “the holiest waters in India” were “mantled with a 
green and brilliant scum” (Huxley 1948: 86). Of course, the lake’s condition only worsened with 
the town’s increased popularity. In the 1980s, growth of the tourism industry coupled with bad 
plumbing and lax regulation led to effluents being dumped in the lake (Sawhney 1985: 17; 
Joseph 1994: 167-168). By 1997, the Rajasthan Pollution Control Board declared Pushkar to be 
the “worst polluted water reservoir” in the state (“Pushkar Lake is Most Polluted” 1997: 6). 
Unfortunately, Pushkar’s fragile ecosystem is such that even without considerations of actively 
dumping waste, excess silting poses a threat. Improper farming techniques and loss of vegetation 
from deforestation lead to erosive soil, which is then carried into the Pushkar basin with 
Thomases                                                                                     
 
82 
monsoon rains. This silt either settles as mud onto the lake floor, where it limits the capacity of 
water held in the basin—thus diminishing the overall health of the lake—or remains suspended 
as particulate matter that compromises the flourishing of plant and animal life. Contributing 
significantly to the silt problem is matter produced from religious rituals: flowers, rice, and milk 
from pūjā ceremonies, and bones and ashes from funeral ceremonies (Mathur et al. 2008: 1528). 
The situation becomes even more dire with additional trash that is dropped unceremoniously at 
the lake’s shore.  
In the summer of 2007, with the Rajasthani heat at fearsomely high levels and the rains 
proving meager, the water level of Pushkar lake dropped too low and fish began to die in the 
hundreds. Angry residents held demonstrations at the local municipal office in Jaipur, throwing 
dead fish into the chairperson’s office (“Large Number of Fish” 2007). In February of 2008, The 
Indian Ministry of Environment and Forests incorporated Pushkar lake into its National Lake 
Conservation Plan. Still, the government’s appreciation of the problem was too late, too slow, 
and not enough. Half a year later, in September of 2008, the lake’s water became so toxic and so 
deprived of oxygen that the thousands of fish that used to nibble on toes and prasād were choked 
to death. From what I can tell from people’s stories and the aftermath recorded in the media, 
nearly all of the fish died.13 The smell pervaded the whole town. And the lake which had been a 
source of both income and devotional inspiration had to be dredged, desilted, and drained until it 
was literally all dried up.  
On top of that, the government’s subsequent effort toward desilting resulted in the 
damaging of the lake’s natural sedimentation layer, the fragile membrane which prevents water 
from seeping into the desert earth. This means that dredging and desilting undertaken with the 
                                                 
13 For a horrifying video showing the fish in Pushkar lake as they wash up on the shore, see this YouTube clip from 
September 8, 2008: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LpPkscnUvGI.  
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intention of increasing the capacity of the lake to hold fresh water instead culminated in the 
lake’s failing to maintain its water level even with new rainfall. Lakeside activities did not stop, 
though, because in the 1970s the government had built separate water tanks next to a few of 
Pushkar’s more famous ghāṭs. Even in the worst of droughts, pilgrims have the ability to bathe 
and perform desired rituals. Still, for a period of years the lake itself was little more than what 
one collaborator called a “cricket field.” And when the water finally returned, so did pollution. In 
the summer of 2011 monsoon rains helped to replenish the lake, but carried with them “drain 
water” from overflowing sewage lines (“Sewer Water” 2011). While that incident was 
resolved—after priests promised a strike and municipal authorities attended to the clean up—it 
remains nearly impossible to control run-off when sewer drains are open, as is often the case in 
Pushkar.  
On a positive note, brahmans working on the ghāṭs have instituted stricter policies with 
regard to pūjās and other religious functions. Most try to perform ceremonies in the tanks, which 
can be emptied with relative ease, and without compromising the health of the lake itself. The 
lake was once a common repository for broken mūrtis of gods and goddesses, or for temporary 
ones used in festivals like ganesh chaturthī, but this has proved an especially bad practice, since 
many statues are decorated with poisonous paints. A few may still do this, but it is generally 
looked down upon. In addition, primary schools have worked to educate their students on the 
value of environmentalism; at the many processions that occupy Pushkar’s holiday schedule, 
children can often be seen with brooms and wearing signs that call for a clean and green town. 
At the camel fair’s spiritual walk—which I will address in chapter four—school children 
marched with slogans printed on flimsy paper taped to their backs: “Dispose Wastage Only in 
Dustbin”; “Keep the Holy Pushkar Holy & Clean”; “God Gave Us Green, Now Let’s Keep It 
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Clean.” A personal favorite was a Hindi couplet: “mā kī mamtā per kā dān, dono karte jan 
kalyāṇ” (the affection of a mother, the gift of a tree; give both, and humans will prosper). If 
children can take these messages to heart—and not merely have them slapped on their backs—
we can hope for a new generation of environmental awareness.  
 
Figure 9. School children marching in the camel fair’s Spiritual Walk. 
Unfortunately, the presence of trash has remained troublingly visible on the ghāṭs and in 
the water by the shore. Locals know well that the lake needs care and protection, but it has 
proved untenable to change the habits of the thousands of pilgrims who every day reach the lake, 
bathe, discard their trash, and leave their old clothes. After years of seeing the machinations of 
government bureaucracy fail to help the lake, a few priests and volunteers took up the task as 
their own. In December of 2012, they formed a group that would meet every day around 5:30 in 
the evening, tasked with the duty of cleaning the lake and its shore.  




 Given the varying historical, geographical, and sociological contexts that necessarily 
delineate a society’s response to environmental degradation, it should come as little surprise that 
the term “environmentalism” itself carries diverse connotations (Cunningham et al. 1998; Pepper 
1996). Such a situation allows us to take a broad approach (Sunderlin 2003: 189); that is, we 
need not be hamstrung by debates as to whether the term is some kind of Western construct—a 
claim which strikes me as itself quite Orientalist, as if people from “elsewhere” are somehow 
incapable of having a considered and engaged relationship with the world around them.14 
Environmentalism in India no doubt possesses its own significance and priorities, but 
nevertheless remains meaningful to an American observer. As far as this chapter is concerned, 
Chapple notes an important cultural particularity to the Indian context: “Whereas in the 
American context, the early rallying cry for environmental action came from scientists and social 
activists with theologians only taking interest in this issue of late, in India, from the outset, there 
has been an appeal to traditional religious sensibilities in support of environmental issues” (1998: 
20). The key question, then, is how these “religious sensibilities” might allow for the possibility 
of a Hindu environmentalism. Does such a thing exist? If so, what are its contours?  
The quick, somewhat platitudinous answer is “no,” because isolating a single Hindu 
environmentalism is as likely as identifying a monolithic Hinduism. Rather, we should say that 
there are multiple Hindu environmentalisms: some take shape through literature and philosophy 
from a huge range of textual sources; others are made manifest through local traditions, and 
                                                 
14 Notably, Emma Tomalin disagrees with this assertion, at least regarding religious environmentalism. She argues 
that there is a difference between ideas of “bio-divinity”—which are undoubtedly prevalent in India—and “religious 
environmentalism”—which requires active engagement, and she argues, has its roots in eighteenth-century Europe 
(2004). I agree with Tomalin that not every instance of bio-divinity leads to environmentalism, but surely there are 
environmental efforts in India—the case of Pushkar being only one of them—in which people act according to some 
of the basic precepts of environmentalism. Pankaj Jain deconstructs Tomalin’s argument with greater detail (2011: 
12-15). 
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become visible in the anthropological record. Of the former, we have evidence from early on—as 
early, in fact, as the Vedas—of a religious culture intimately connected with forces of nature. 
Vedic hymns exalt a number of nature-based deities: Agni, the god of fire; Varuna, the god of 
water; and Prithvi, the earth mother. Similarly, the Sāṃkhya tradition holds five primary 
elements—earth, water, fire, air, and space—as constitutive of the material world.15 Chapple 
quotes from the Mahābhārata to show how divinity itself is entangled with these elements: 
The Lord, the sustainer [of] all beings, revealed the sky. 
From space came water and, from water, fire and the winds. 
From the mixture of the essence of fire and wind arose the earth. 
Mountains are his bones, earth his flesh, the ocean his blood. 
The sky is his abdomen, air his breath, fire his heat, rivers his nerves. 
The sun and moon, which are called Agni and Soma, are the eyes of Brahman. 
The upper part of the sky is his head.  
The earth is his feet and the directions are his hands (2001: 61-62). 
 
From this, we get a sense of complex interconnectivity, not only between the elements and God, 
but also between these two things and the human experience of physical reality. Although such a 
bond may not necessitate environmental action—and what really can we know about ancient 
Indian ecological efforts?—it does lay the foundation for the possibility of environmentalism.  
And yet, not all philosophical schools posit a view of the world in line with a robust 
environmentalist attitude (Larson 1987). Lance Nelson offers the example of Advaita Vedanta, a 
school of thought often assumed to have a “unitive” or “cosmic” view that conveys a “reverence 
for life” (1998: 63). Nelson finds these assumptions misleading, arguing instead that in Advaita 
Vedanta “value is located in the Self alone. Far from being worthy of reverence, all that is other 
than the Atman, including nature, is without value” (66). He goes even further, saying that 
Shankara’s teachings serve as nothing less than an “extreme version of the world-negating, 
                                                 
15 Narayanan notes that earth—including the big “E” Earth”—is revered within most Hindu traditions, held as our 
collective mother (2001: 183). 
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transcendental dualism that supports environmental neglect” (79).16 Such a conclusion no doubt 
problematizes any claim that the Hindu tradition possesses some inherent environmental ethic. 
Rather, there are philosophical concepts that both affirm and reject an ecological worldview, 
meaning that Hindu environmentalisms exist alongside other stances that are equally Hindu but 
far less concerned with the condition of the material world.   
 At the same time, I agree with Peter van der Veer (1989) on the idea that scholarship can 
sometimes rely too heavily on the textual record. The textual tradition constitutes an undeniably 
important facet of Hindu thought—and on the question of environmentalism provides valuable 
insight into ancient ways of seeing the world—but investing texts with too much significance can 
also lead to a “‘frozen’ social reality” that misleadingly claims to represent all places and times 
(68). Today, few indeed call upon the Vedas for ecological inspiration, or consult Advaita 
philosophy on the nature of nature. Instead, we can utilize the anthropological record in order to 
explore how modern-day communities engage with the environment, and subsequently how that 
engagement becomes manifest as an aspect of lived religion.  
The topic of sacred groves is particular well-researched (Gadgil and Vartak 1976; Gold 
and Gujar 1989; Chandran and Hughes 2000; Jain 2011; Kent 2013). These are forest shrines, or 
wooded groves presided over by a deity; the protection that the deity offers to the grove’s 
vegetation is—or is supposed to be—“quite absolute” (Gadgil and Vartak 1976: 159). Stories 
play their part in reinforcing the rules of protection—stories of wrongs committed against the 
forest, and retribution paid in full. For example, Gadgil and Vartak tell a tale of worshippers in a 
Maharashtrian grove who wanted to construct a temple for their deity. The devotees foolishly 
decided to fell a tree from within the grove for timber, and when the tree came down, it crushed 
                                                 
16 While I find Nelson’s work to be largely compelling, it is nevertheless hard to make any definitive statement on 
how a philosopher would address environmental concerns, when such concerns were no doubt far from the thinker’s 
mind. Thus, to declare that an ancient philosophy “supports environmental neglect” may in fact be going too far.  
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three lumberjacks to death (1976: 159). Gold and Gujar recount a similar story, with the 
perpetrator being an agent of development: 
About twenty years ago when the Kota-Chittor road was being built, the path ran right 
through the banī  [forest] of a Dev Nārāyaṇjī in Lāḍpūrā. When the PWD (Public Works 
Department) overseer gave the order to cut down trees within Dev Nārāyaṇ’s banī, then 
all the village people told the laborers that it was forbidden to do this. They said: “If you 
cut the trees in this banī, then Dev Nārāyaṇ will get angry, and sin (doṣ) will result. 
 
But the overseer didn’t accept their advice. He and his companions challenged the 
strength of this god. The roller-machine was standing on a slope, and all of a sudden it 
started to go, and three men were knocked down and they died. After that, they all asked 
forgiveness, and they held an offering-feast (savāmaṇī) right there. As many trees as they 
had cut, they feasted that many Brahmans (1989: 219-220).  
 
The narrative seems clear: hurt a tree, and get crushed by something massive; this is the will of 
the gods. More than appeals to the inherent value of nature, or NGOs, or government regulations, 
it is the power of a deity that “commands the moral force” behind preservation (Gold and Gujar 
1989: 225). This is an environmentalism enacted by humans but bolstered by Hindu divinity.17  
 The issue of water flows in a different direction. One of the more troubling challenges to 
environmentalism in India, and more specifically the maintenance of holy rivers and lakes, is the 
insistence on divine purity even in the face of physical pollution. In her work on the Ganges, 
Kelly Alley (1998) discusses the rhetorical moves required of pandits in Banaras when they 
argue that the river is materially unclean and yet simultaneously pure (313). David Haberman 
sees a similar phenomenon on the banks of the deeply-polluted Yamuna, where a boatman 
explained that “Yamuna-ji is never polluted” because “her water is pure [shuddha]” (2006: 
134).18 I am reminded of a cup filled with oil and water, the two held apart in permanent 
                                                 
17 Of course, it is important to recognize that this environmentalism does not necessarily expand outside the 
boundaries of sacred space. On the contrary, it is likely that areas closest to sacred groves are more deforested 
because of the grove’s preservation. Similarly, the fact that people in Pushkar care about pollution at their lake does 
not imply that they pick up trash anywhere else.   
 
18 Haberman (2006) does note, however, that there are several differing opinions on the pollution of the Yamuna, 
ranging from wholesale denial to more serious engagement (134-140).  
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suspension. It is a compelling idea in terms of theology, but in practice leaves much to be 
desired. Alley notes how certain Banaras residents “passively accept the conditions of gandagi 
[dirtiness] by pointing to Ganga’s own power to solve the problem” (312-313). Elsewhere, Alley 
shows how religious leaders address the Ganga’s environmental issues with a strict separation 
between religion and science, claiming that “practitioners of each profession have their own 
rights and duties that must be appreciated and protected” (2000: 374). In other words, Hindu 
leaders maintain their right to ignore the materiality of pollution in the Ganges because they 
attend to the spiritual realm of Ganga, the mother goddess. The outcome is a fatalism framed in 
devotion and often resulting in inaction. 
Sensing how such a worldview compromises the possibility of a robust Indian 
environmentalism, Rajmohan Gandhi published an editorial in the Hindustan Times about the 
options for moving forward:  
In India, rivers and mountains are gods and goddesses to us. This sounds wonderful, and 
even an improvement on the idea of living in and living with nature. Yet our attitude 
contains a fatal flaw. For gods are self-sufficient. They have miraculous powers. They 
will cleanse themselves and their surroundings. We don’t have to keep them clean. It is 
they who will clean us and purify us. Meanwhile, we can pour and spread our waste onto 
them... 
 
So what is the solution? It is to make our mountains, seas, rivers, cows, and even Mother 
India herself a little less divine. To see them as human, vulnerable and in need of help, so 
that they arouse our pity and our care (Haberman 2006: 135). 
 
What we see in Pushkar is notably different from the situation in Banaras, and provides an 
alternative answer to Gandhi’s question. While many would agree that Pushkar-rāj maintains its 
transcendent powers regardless of material pollution, the idea of ignoring the lake’s 
environmental issues smacks of gross negligence. In this same vein, Joseph cites a community 
activist who referred to the lake as “nabalik,” meaning a legal minor: “Originating in the 
Rajasthan Tenancy Act 1955 (Section 46(3)), the concept of nabalik referred to the legal position 
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of a temple deity as a perpetual minor who functioned as a juristic person through a guardian, 
like a temple priest. In other words, the lake was a minor for whom local Brahmins, as the ritual 
specialists, were self-appointed guardians” (2013: 118). While I had never heard this argument 
over the course of my fieldwork, it has been used with success in court cases across the country 
(Venkatesan 2010). For Joseph, this “spirit of guardianship” was evident in people’s concern for 
the physical purity of Pushkar-raj (118).  
As one collaborator explained to me, “we no longer live in the satya yug,” when Brahma 
himself would clean the lake with a flick of the wrist. Contrary to Gandhi’s assertion above, the 
gods will not always provide aid in this kali yug—this degraded age. Such a claim attempts to 
answer the paradox placed before us: on the one hand, a heartfelt conviction that Pushkar is a 
place of divine creation and power, and on the other, the need to participate in its preservation—
we might say its re-creation. As Lutgendorf argues, the kali yug works as a metaphor for “the 
human condition, an expression of the inevitability of vitiation and decline and of the unending 
battle to retain purity and potency” (1991: 371). This battle, then, is not fought in the divine 
realm; it is people who need to take up arms for their own wellbeing.  
As something created by Brahma—we might say a gift bestowed upon the people of 
Pushkar—the lake requires protection. In a different religious world, Wendell Berry discusses a 
similar argument for Christian responsibility to the environment, in “The Gift of Good Land”:  
It is a gift because the people who are to possess it did not create it. It is accompanied by 
careful warnings and demonstrations of the folly of saying that ‘My power and the might 
of mine hand hath gotten me this wealth’ (Deuteronomy 8:17). Thus, deeply implicated 
in the very definition of this gift is a specific warning against hubris which is the great 
ecological sin, just as it is the great sin of politics. People are not gods. They must not act 
like gods or assume godly authority. If they do, terrible retributions are in store. In this 
warning we have the root of the idea of propriety, of proper human purposes and ends. 
We must not use the world as though we created it ourselves (1981: 270).  
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There are notable differences here: as an environmentalist troubled by Christian justifications for 
the consumption of limited resources, Berry warns against human arrogance; in Pushkar, where 
the gods no longer play the part they once did, humans take the lead. But in both cases an 
important truth comes to the surface, namely, that land touched by a divine hand demands a 
certain responsibility. When a god offers the gift of good land—or, that of a good lake—people 
must receive it with respect and gravity.  
 Given the status afforded to Pushkar-rāj, it should come as no surprise that cleaning the 
lake constitutes an act far more meaningful than picking up an empty bottle from the side of the 
road. Not only is this environmentalism framed in a religious vocabulary, but it constitutes a 
large constellation of ritual activities that are themselves integral to fulfilling one’s duty as a 
Hindu. Said differently, more than a matter of Hindu terminology, caring for the lake becomes a 
positively Hindu act—and an important one that.   
Ritualization and the Sacred 
Unlike the government workers who are intermittently hired to clean specific ghāṭs, 
and who tend to wander back and forth in the course of cleaning, Mukesh’s group is almost 
always moving in one direction. Their path is a clockwise circumambulation, keeping the lake to 
the right. As a ritual act requiring only the compulsion and ability to walk around an object of 
religious significance, circumambulation happens across the globe and in massively varying 
cultural scenarios: Muslims walk around the Ka’ba in Mecca as one of the most constitutive 
rituals of the Hajj; Tibetan Buddhists in exile circle the Dalai Lama’s monastery in Dharamsala; 
and Australian aborigines walk the ring trail around the base of their sacred mountain, Uluru 
(Davidson and Gitlitz 2003: 113).  
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Moreover, circumambulation and ecological matters have been shown to occasionally 
overlap. Santikaro Bhikkhu mentions the Songkhla Lake Dhamma Walk, a circumambulation 
around Thailand’s largest lake, serving as a form of engaged Buddhist practice. Here the goal 
was not to do a cleanup, but to “help bring attention to the dilemma of Songkha Lake...a 
uniquely complex and prolific ecosystem. We wanted to establish a middle way between protest 
marches and apathetic silence. Some of us see ever more violent clashes over natural resources in 
Siam’s future and hope that Buddhist leaders can help to mediate just and peaceful resolutions” 
(Bhikkhu 2000: 207). In a similar vein, Emily Yeh addresses an NGO-led campaign near the 
sacred mountain Khawakarbo to make Tibetan Buddhists aware of the overharvesting and 
overuse of cypress for incense. In order to protect cypress trees and their habitat, the NGO put up 
posters around the circumambulation route of Khawakarbo warning pilgrims against buying and 
burning cypress incense. The posters quoted a well-known Buddhist leader saying “How can 
merit be accumulated by burning the very best ornaments on the body of Khawa Karpo” (2014: 
201). Far from being an instance of religious ritual held apart from social or ecological realms, 
these examples show how circumambulation can easily integrate into other aspects of everyday 
life.  
The same can be said of the circumambulation around Pushkar-rāj. Locals and visitors 
circle the lake for a number of reasons—as auspicious ritual, photo opportunity, or healthful 
exercise—but the possibilities do not end there. When Mukesh and his friends first discussed the 
formation of their group, it was always with the explicit intention of coupling circumambulation 
with the activity of cleaning. They put the two together and made something new. But unlike the 
above, in the circumambulation of Mukesh’s group we encounter not a protest—an expression of 
activism or a venue for raising awareness—but a ritual made up of the actual, physical 
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components of environmentalism. In fact, it is exactly this kind of conjoining—of yoking 
environmentalism to other activities considered “religious” or “sacred”—that sets in motion what 
I referred to earlier as ritualization.19 We will need to leave the borders of Pushkar for greater 
clarity.  
On the topic of ritualization, I am particularly indebted to Catherine Bell’s Ritual Theory, 
Ritual Practice (1992). Bell interrogates the idea of ritual from a number of angles. Most plainly, 
her work adds to a growing body of literature that notes the difficulty of defining ritual (Goody 
1961; Rappaport 1979; Tambiah 1979; Grimes 1982; Smith 1987). She explains that oft-cited 
characteristics such as formality, fixity, and repetition are common but not intrinsic to ritual. In 
addition and far more ambitiously, Bell argues that the discourse of ritual as circulated in 
anthropological scholarship is predicated upon the surgical separation of thought and action. In 
such a model, ritual is action and belief is thought; one is observable, the other is not. At the 
same time, ritual comes to stand as a third category, the analytical mechanism mediating thought 
and action—a kind of key to unlocking culture’s secrets. Bell contends that such a situation is 
paradoxical; ritual cannot serve as the “action” side of the dichotomy while simultaneously being 
its mediator. After discarding the idea of “ritual” for these reasons and more, Bell offers an 
alternative approach in the notion of “ritualization.”20 Here is her description: 
In a very preliminary sense, ritualization is a way of acting that is designed and 
orchestrated to distinguish and privilege what is being done in comparison to other, 
usually more quotidian, activities. As such, ritualization is a matter of various culturally 
specific strategies for setting some activities off from others, for creating and privileging 
a qualitative distinction between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane,’ and for ascribing such 
distinctions to realities thought to transcend the powers of human actors (1992: 74).  
 
                                                 
19 I do not suggest that Mukesh’s group would consider what they do ritualization, though they do make the claim 
that their routine combines different activities into one. As such, they recognize the newness of their efforts. My 
theoretical language, then, is intended to invite cross-cultural comparisons in which environmentalism and 
ritualization might be coupled.  
 
20 “Ritualization” is not Bell’s invention. She briefly attends to her predecessors on pp. 88-89. 
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It is difficult to grasp exactly how “ritualization” alleviates the many problems associated with 
“ritual,” but I see in Bell’s intervention at least two important points: first, she alludes to a 
Bourdieu-influenced concept of “strategies”—modes of practice that are “structured” by 
particular discourses and yet simultaneously “structuring” or fashioning particular features of 
that discourse. These strategic practices “set activities off from others,” and thus produce 
distinctions in the doing. The emphasis on process and production is equally noteworthy in the 
second point, where Bell’s shift from ritual-as-thing to ritualization-as-process emphasizes the 
fluidity and contingency of calling something “sacred.” This will require more unpacking.  
Scholars in the discipline of religious studies have long grappled with the idea of “the 
sacred”—its substance, its salience—but no consensus is waiting in the wings (Durkheim 1912; 
Eliade 1959; Eade and Sallnow 1991; McCutcheon 2001) Among those in the study of India, one 
of the most vocal opponents is William Sax: “people still write about Hinduism in terms of the 
hackneyed dualities of sacred and profane, mind and body, matter and spirit, and so forth, hardly 
stopping to consider that these Cartesianisms are historically determined and culturally specific” 
(1991: 7). Following the “ethnosociological” method of McKim Marriott, Sax prefers to think 
about Hindu pilgrimage through Indian categories. For my work—as with Sax’s—Indian 
categories serve an undeniably important purpose: they help to reflect, with greatest accuracy 
and most adherence to local values, the context in which particular topics are discussed. Thus my 
own interest in terms like sanātan dharm and parikramā, and later on, in ones like dān and karm.  
At the same time, I also see in Sax’s approach a possible amputation of Indian studies 
from the broader field of religion. We prevent ourselves from having meaningful conversations 
with people outside of our local worlds if Hindi words—like pavitra, variously translated as 
“pure,” “holy,” “sacred”—always remains pavitra, and never becomes “sacred.” Anyway, the 
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latter is a word whose meaning can hardly be declared to be unitary. So if we cannot agree on 
what “the sacred” means in English does that also necessitate the closure of conversation 
between languages? Like any good postmodern, I too welcome the deconstruction of dualities; 
and yet, surely in India there are situations, orientations, actions, and attitudes that can be 
mapped onto a notion of “the sacred,” even if we do not always agree on that notion’s precise 
contours. In 1939, Roger Caillois called the sacred a “category of feeling,” but perhaps in the 
more recent, post-structuralist world of Catherine Bell we can call it a “category of action” 
(1959: 20). In fact, such an idea has an even earlier pedigree in the work of Jonathan Z. Smith. 
Here he is on ritual and “the sacred”:  
We do well to remember that long before “the Sacred” appeared in discourse as a 
substantive (a usage that does not antedate Durkheim), it was primarily employed in 
verbal forms, most especially with the sense of making an individual a king or bishop (as 
in the obsolete English verbs to sacrate or to sacre), or in the adjectival forms denoting 
the result of the process of sacration. Ritual is not an expression of or a response to “the 
Sacred”; rather, someone or something is made sacred by ritual (the primary sense of 
sacrificium)” (1987: 105). 
I suggest that by combining this fluid sense of sacred-making with the idea of 
ritualization—and by looking to Bell and Bourdieu’s understanding of practice as being both 
“structured” and “structuring”—we can see that the activities involved in the cleaning of Pushkar 
lake are both generated out of a certain reverence and purposefulness toward sacred places (i.e., 
the lake) and simultaneously generate those very same qualities. As mentioned earlier, this 
means that cleaning the lake is an activity born out of the understanding that Pushkar is paradise, 
and also an activity that simultaneously sets paradise in the making. Cleaning the lake is not 
sacred only because the lake is itself sacred, but because it is an activity accompanied by a 
complex process of ritualization that puts on display particular cues of devotion. This happens 
when we take off our shoes before reaching the lake, or when we walk around it clockwise in the 
auspicious direction; these gestures show deference and simultaneously reproduce it. Moreover, 
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this goes to show that such lofty enterprises like the “construction of sacred space” are composed 
not of grand gestures or massive undertakings, but of persistent efforts and quotidian triumphs. 
In a similar vein, this chapter tries to illustrate how largely academic terms and concerns—like 
sacred space, Hindu environmentalism, and ritualization—can come together and find expression 
in the words and deeds of everyday people.  
The Concrete Jungle 
 Passing Badrī Ghāṭ, we came across the first of four artificial trees that line the lake. 
Twenty feet tall, with clay and brown paint on concrete, the “trees” serve as a powerful referent 
for the inefficiencies of government. They were erected as part of the Indian Ministry of 
Environment and Forests’ effort toward restoring the lake and its environs. Some say that the 
trees were meant to provide a resting place for Pushkar’s many pigeons, but the birds seem wary 
of the concrete monstrosities. Moreover, at the heavy price tag of 5 lakh each (~$8,000), they 
elicit an extreme disappointment with the realities of corruption. This is especially the case 
because Rajasthan’s deforestation has been so rapid and so thorough. “Why couldn’t they plant 
real trees?” is a very common refrain, and one that highlights a trust long broken between the 
government and its people.  
The failure of government to address ecological concerns is not at all unique to Pushkar. 
One of the earliest government-led efforts toward addressing environmental issues was the 
Ganga Action Plan, a program that was itself launched in the wake of another environmental 
catastrophe, this one with massive human losses—the Bhopal disaster. On January 23, 1985, just 
over a month after the gas leak in Bhopal, the newly elected Prime Minister, Rajiv Gandhi, made 
an address to the Rajya Sabha:  
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We have had the tragic incident in Bhopal where many people died and many more were 
injured or were maimed. I am told that some effects of this terrible tragedy might not 
even be known for another six months. We are looking at the location policy for such 
factories and we are looking at how we can stop any factories polluting our rivers and our 
air.  
 
Our rivers have become extremely polluted. The first river we are attempting to clean is 
the Ganges. I will not say purify because nobody can purify the Ganga. But we will try 
and clean it...To do these things, we will need a fast administration, a clean 
administration...To do this, we need technology. We need a new education and we need 
to look after the health of our people so that they are up to the task (Gandhi 1987: 20). 
 
 
Figure 10. A concrete tree on the ghāṭs at Pushkar lake.   
The Ganga Action Plan was formally launched in June of 1986, but since then “has been widely 
criticized both in the media and among state and local officials” (Doron 2013: 69). Doron 
mentions poor planning, technological mismanagement, and floor-to-ceiling corruption as some 
of the causes leading to a monumentally expensive project with meager results.  
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Since his recent election in May of 2014, Prime Minister Narendra Modi has taken up an 
interest in the environment. In the following summer, the Modi government announced Namami 
Ganga (Obeisance to the Ganges), a development project that has so far been allocated around 
$334 million, but the details of which remain unclear (Ramachandran 2014). More recently, on 
October 2, 2014, the government rejuvenated a national campaign for environmentalism called 
the Swacch Bhārat Abhiyān (Clean India Mission). The day was marked with a photo-op of 
Modi himself sweeping a road in Delhi. In Pushkar, school children prepared for the day by 
cleaning the streets, and the Municipal Authority oversaw a cleaning of the ghāṭs (“Sāf-Safāī” 
2014; “Swacch Pushkar” 2014). Whether the Pushkar community continues to pursue the goals 
of the mission remains to be seen; at this time I find it difficult to assess the successes of the 
Swacch Bhārat Abhiyān—in Pushkar, or on a national scale—though critics have dismissed it as 
merely “symbolic,” and more damningly, have accused the Prime Minister of privileging 
development over the environment (“AAP Won’t” 2014; Mohan 2015). The latter charge seems 
corroborated by recent headlines on the future of Greenpeace India, an environmentalist NGO 
whose funds were frozen in April when the government alleged that the group “prejudicially” 
affected the country’s economic interests (“With Funds” 2015). If Greenpeace does shut down, 
the government’s actions will clearly belie any serious commitment to environmental change.  
Filling the vacuum left by government inadequacies and corruption are the many local 
groups and NGOs that—like Greenpeace—mobilize in protection of the environment. Of 
domestic groups, perhaps the most well-known is Banaras’ Sankat Mochan Foundation, 
established in 1982 with the dual objectives of educating people about the Ganga’s river 
pollution, and of monitoring water quality with reliable data that the government was 
consistently unable to collect (Ahmed 1990: 44). It is named after the Sankat Mochan temple of 
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Banaras, whose chief priest, Veer Bhadra Mishra, was also Professor of Civil Engineering at 
Banaras Hindu University. Here is Mishra speaking on the impetus to establish the Foundation: 
One day [1975] I had to choose a spot where I could take a dip in Gangaji. It was a very 
painful realization, but not a difficult one to make for I saw raw sewage floating on the 
surface of the river and dead bodies etc. I started talking and writing articles in 
newspapers describing the increasing levels of pollution of the Ganga and their effects on 
Banaras and Banarasis. At first people thought I was crazy—didn’t I have enough work 
to do at the temple and at BHU they asked, besides, how could Gangaji be polluted (King 
2005: 151).  
 
Even after the passing of Mishra in 2013, the Sankat Mochan Foundation persists—Facebook 
page and all. With grassroots support and financial assistance from within and outside of the 
subcontinent, the people at Sankat Mochan continue to meet some of the responsibilities that the 
government and their Ganga Action Plan have failed to fulfill.  
 Aside from the Sankat Mochan Foundation, there are a number of other groups that 
respond to India’s environmental challenges through the vocabulary of devotion. One of 
particular note is called Friends of Vrindavan, an NGO based in Krishna’s childhood home of 
Vrindavan, and founded in the mid-90s by Ranchor Prime, a British devotee of the cowherd god. 
The Friends’ website calls their enterprise one that focuses “on enviro-regeneration and care 
based on spiritual values which are deeply ingrained in the cultural traditions of Vrindavan” 
(http://www.friendsofvrindavan.com/). Under Michael Duffy and Shrivatsa Goswami, the 
organization became increasingly engaged in the cleaning of the Yamuna river.21 David 
Haberman recalls a folk play organized by Duffy—called “Krishna, Your Yamuna is Defiled”—
which celebrated the religious significance of the river and decried its polluted state (2006: 154). 
In fact, under the spiritual guidance of Shrivatsa Goswami, Krishna came to the very center of 
Duffy’s environmental ethos. Here is Duffy on the subject: “I began a relationship with Krishna 
                                                 
21 The current director is Jagannath Poddar.  
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as the ultimate environmentalist, and came to understand his message as having compassion for 
all life on Earth. And everything is living, including the trees, rocks, and rivers. I have found my 
role model and have finally surrendered to that Krishna” (154).22  
There are a number of NGOs in Pushkar, though at this time none are seriously engaged 
in the town’s environmental needs.23 The Pushkar Priest Association Trust makes claims to 
keeping the lake clean, but in practice only attends to the shoreline around Brahm Ghāṭ.24 
Mukesh’s group of cleaners are supporters of the Trust, and at least one is a trustee, but their 
daily routine is explicitly done on their own time and of their own volition. They are in it alone, 
providing attention and care where the government has provided concrete trees. And really, the 
imitation vegetation and the symbol it carries galvanizes the group toward increased action; it 
makes them redouble their efforts in reclaiming their agency over the future of Pushkar.  
Animal Planet 
 Walking along, one of the group removed a plastic bag from a particularly stagnant 
corner of the lake and threw it to the shore; as the water drained out, so did a number of tiny fish. 
Three men were on their knees in an instant, faces seven inches from the ground, gathering the 
fish and putting them back in the water. Integral to Pushkar’s status as a holy place is that it 
                                                 
22 The list of environmentalist NGOs goes on. More recently, a Delhi-based NGO named Sweccha has come on the 
scene. Founded in 2000, Sweccha’s goal is to educate India’s youth about environmental causes, and specifically 
those involving the Yamuna. Kids are taught to make “a spiritual connection that deepens their relationship to the 
river” (Hennigan 2012). On the banks of Madhya Pradesh’s Narmada river, the NGO Narmada Samagra bills itself 
as “a unique effort to keep a river, a water source and a faith, serene, clean, healthy, beautiful and pure” (“4th River 
Festival” 2015). In Nashik, the Godavari Gatarikaran Virodhi Manch (Platform Against the Gutter-ification of the 
Godavari) works to ensure that every Kumbh Mela there is a green one (“The Battle of Godavari”). Not every 
environmentalist NGO in India aims to protect rivers in particular, though religiously-minded ones are often 
concerned with the degradation of venerated rivers.  
 
23 I am wary to say that no NGO engages in any environmental activity, as I assume that certain groups have 
attended occasional cleanups at the lake. Persistent environmental action is a different matter.  
 
24 I will address the Trust in greater detail in chapter four. 
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supports the flourishing of all life. The town is strictly vegetarian—including no eggs—and the 
slaughtering of any animal is forbidden.25 I am reminded that religion—coming from the Latin 
word religio and related to religare, meaning “to bind”—involves both the interaction between 
humans and gods, and that of a crucial third presence in the form of animals. To see ourselves 
bound up in animal lives pushes us toward a new vision of the universe, not as a “collection of 
objects,” but as, in the famous words of Thomas Berry, a “communion of subjects” (Berry 1999: 
16). Such a relationship brings to mind what Bruno Latour calls a “parliament of things.” This is 
an interpretive space where all things—from hurricanes and traffic lights, to plants and 
animals—can be interpreted as social actors (Latour 1993: 142). Through such a model, animals 
can participate in realms of religion. And in Pushkar, the fact that animals can participate in the 
religious lives of the town’s inhabitants is clearest on the shores of the lake.  
 Of the fauna around Pushkar, the most interesting with regard to human-animal 
interaction is the Indian mugger crocodile, Crocodylus palustris, otherwise known as the magar 
(Sanskrit: makara). Colonial writers in particular seemed to take interest in Pushkar’s injunction 
against hunting crocodile. The Rajputana Gazeteer of 1879 details one such incident:  
According to ancient charters, no living thing is allowed to be put to death within the 
limits of Pushkar. A short time ago an English officer fired a rifle at an alligator26 in the 
lake; the whole population immediately became much excited, petitions were poured in, 
and it was with difficulty that the Brahmans could be pacified. The uproar was probably 
owing as much to jealousy of their invaded privileges as to any feeling connected with 
the sanctity of animal life; but the latter feeling is not confined to the Brahmans at 
Pushkar, and all the mercantile classes of the district, being of the Jain persuasion, are 
exceedingly tender of life (70). 
 
                                                 
25 On Bakr Eid, when Muslims are supposed to partake of a goat sacrifice and meal, they leave Pushkar and head to 
surrounding villages or Ajmer. An exception to Pushkar’s strict vegetarianism is the availability of eggs in a few 
hotels and restaurants. Such items are rarely—if ever—written on the menu. I did speak with low-caste Hindus who 
worked in Pushkar and who ate meat, but they lived outside of town. I assume that there are Dalits who live within 
the borders of Pushkar, and who eat meat at their homes, but I am certain that none would advertise that fact.  
 
26 Apparently, the mugger crocodile is a particularly broad-snouted crocodile, giving it the appearance of an 
alligator.     
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In an article on “Religious Fairs in India” (1881), William Knighton speaks at length about 
Pushkar, telling another fascinating story about the death of a crocodile, and following much the 
same trope. The story may actually refer to the same event as the one noted above—the two 
publications are only a few years apart—though it offers new details: 
Most of the visitors in the early morning passed to the bathing place, and yet the lake 
abounds with crocodiles. Accidents are not numerous of course, but they do sometimes 
occur. A few years ago a young girl was seized by one of these crocodiles whilst 
immersed in the lake. A European passing at the time with a loaded revolver saw the 
struggle, fired at the crocodile before he could secure his victim, shot him in both eyes, 
and thus saved the poor girl from death. The natives were very angry that a sacred 
muggur (crocodile) should have been thus treated, for all the crocodiles in Pokur lake are 
sacred! They mobbed the European, and would have dealt more severely with him but for 
fear; so he was dragged to the nearest magistrate, and accused of wantonly violating their 
religious feelings. The magistrate saw the section in the Penal Code before his eyes under 
which punishment should be inflicted for wantonly offending the religious feelings of the 
natives. ‘But where is the dead muggur?’ he asked. Nobody knew. ‘I cannot condemn 
this man,’ said he, ‘unless I see the dead muggur.’ As the uncles, aunts, the parents, 
cousins, and friends of the deceased had probably already disposed of him, it would not 
have been easy to produce the dead animal, and on that shallow pretence, by way of 
subterfuge, the case was dismissed. The natives were satisfied. The magistrate knew their 
little peculiarities (843). 
 
Despite the condescension of the above passages, crocodiles actually do make their way into 
Pushkar’s present-day discourse. I say “discourse” because, as one might expect, there are no 
longer any living crocodiles in or around the town. And I say “living” because there are in fact 
two taxidermied crocodiles on display at Narsingh Ghāṭ, only a hundred or so meters from the 
first of the fake trees in our concrete jungle. Enclosed with steel bars and covered by a stone 
archway between the ghāṭ and the main bazaar road, the dusty crocodiles conjure an image no 
ethnographer could possibly imagine. They are inexplicably stacked—a small magar on top of a 
larger one—and whenever I asked locals about the curious situation of two preserved crocodiles 
by the lake, the response was little more than a shrug followed by recognition of the fact that, 
yes, there are in fact two long-dead crocodiles off of Narsingh Ghāṭ.  
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Still, the cultural memory of a lake inhabited by crocodiles is fairly pervasive. My sister, 
Madhu, once remarked that the lake was less pure than it used to be. I asked why, and she 
explained that long ago, a British man killed a crocodile there; its blood was worse than a simple 
pollutant, carrying with it the trace of death. Pushkar-rāj, she thought, could never recover from 
such an incident. My friend Sandeep exhibited a similar sense of loss, albeit from a different 
angle, when we spoke about a time when the lake was filled with magars:  
 Sandeep: Before, people used to have respect. 
 
Drew: For crocodiles? 
 
Sandeep: No, for the lake! And why did they respect it? Because of fear [of crocodiles]! 
So no one could revel too much, or do dirty things. Now there is nothing to scare anyone; 
anyone can go anytime, do anything... before the lake was holy (pavitra). It was a lotus 
flower.  
 
Drew: So the crocodiles used to protect the lake? 
 
Sandeep: Yes!...but people’s idea changed; they pulled out the crocodiles and put them 
somewhere else. Now who will protect the lake?  
 
Rather than wholly belie the nineteenth-century passages referenced above—which read like 
some colonial dreamscape where naïve locals prefer death by crocodile to a crocodile’s death, 
and little girls need saving via European peacemaker —Sandeep and Madhu’s ideas texture the 
conversation in an interesting way. Indeed, some in Pushkar do envision a better time when 
crocodiles roamed freely; the fact that they are gone is not cause for celebration. The lake was 
purer then and commanded more respect—because of crocodiles. Perhaps this provides some 
explanation for our stuffed magars: they stand watch like relics, urging others to remember a 
pure and sacred lake where all once approached with caution and care. 
 Back on our lake adventure, I passed the mummied magars. My coconut bag was gaining 
weight, and the sun struck fiercely even while setting. In my fit of annoyance, I started to notice 
the thousands of tiny seeds and corn kernels jabbing into my feet. Bird seed is a common sight 
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on the ghāṭs, and small stalls are always stocked with ample supplies for locals or pilgrims who 
want to feed pigeons at 10 rupees a plate. As explained earlier, reverence for all life is central to 
Pushkar’s status as a holy place, and in addition to supporting vegetarianism and protecting 
animals, feeding them is incredibly popular. This is especially true on amavasya—the new moon 
day of every lunar month—when rural pilgrims come in large numbers from all over Rajasthan. 
Many consider it an auspicious day to perform auspicious deeds, ones which include a wide 
range of activities broadly categorized under the designation of “dān” (giving). In the 
dissertation’s introduction I mention Sushila Zeitlyn’s work, which focuses on the connections 
between sacrifice and dān among Pushkar’s brahman community (1986). Her research shows a 
capacious understanding of dān, ranging from clothes and money given to a brahman for his 
services, to the gift of a daughter during a wedding ceremony (kanyā dān). Zeitlyn’s analysis, 
however, stays on the human plane. By paying attention to the ways in which animals too are 
part of ritual processes of dān, we come to understand how religious ecologies relate to, but also 
expand beyond, human communities.27  
 Why feed an animal? As a resident of New York City, where the Health Department once 
put up park signs reading “Feed a pigeon, breed a rat,” this is a particularly poignant question. 
Firstly, locals take quite a liking to pigeons, even to the extent that several informants expressed 
their desire to be reborn as a pigeon in Pushkar. The broader explanation, though, is that dān is 
dharm. Fulfilling one’s duty as a Hindu involves, among many other things, the expansive act of 
giving. And it is particularly laudable to give to those in need: the poor, the elderly, and yes, 
animals. Birds cannot speak; cows cannot complain. When they suffer, no one knows. Moreover, 
what if the pigeon that you ignored or shooed away were actually God? As I was reminded more 
                                                 
27 For scholarship that offers an expansive approach to the topic of giving, see Bornstein’s Disquieting Gifts: 
Humanitarianism in New Delhi (2012) and Copeman’s Veins of Devotion: Blood Donation and Religious 
Experience in North India (2009).  
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than once, God’s form is always changing (bhagvān kā rūp badaltā rahatā hai). Why not a 
pigeon?  
Figure 11. A seller of birdseed by Gau Ghāṭ.  
In any case, humans are animals of a certain kind. As Sandeep explained, “we’re also 
animals. We’re made of the same stuff, but they [other animals] don’t have the power to think. 
We have the power to think and understand. If you look at an old graph (purānā grāf), we also 
were animals. But slowly we matured—learned to wear nice clothes, to wash, to eat and drink. If 
you go back, we would be that way. We would kill, and act like animals. But then we learned 
about what’s good, what’s bad.” While animals may not know what is right, we supposedly do. 
And we should demonstrate this knowledge with good deeds. Offering the gift of sustenance is 
undoubtedly one of these good deeds, and it is one that provides a moment of ritualized 
connection with non-human life.  
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Back at the lake, our group passed the halfway point and came across a gaggle of geese. 
The man who had held the bag of white bread, Rishi, opened it up and distributed a few slices to 
each member of the group. We threw them to the geese, who squawked in kind. In reply to each 
squawk, Rishi and the others bellowed “Ram.” Chanting the name of Ram acts as a powerful and 
auspicious mantra; it is also a greeting, commonly in the form of “Ram-Ram,” and usually 
repeated back by the hearer. I asked Rishi: “why do you say ‘Ram’ to those geese?” “Oh,” he 
said with a crooked smile, “it’s because they say it to us.” So what to me sounded like “Squawk-
Ram-Squawk-Ram-Squawk-Ram,” was something quite different for Rishi and his cohort. The 
cleaners have attuned their senses to the extent that while they cannot speak with geese about the 
complicated matters of morality, they can break bread and chant the name of Ram. This, no 
doubt, qualifies as a communion of subjects.   
Karma Farming 
 Past the geese, I began to understand the pleasure that so many described when talking 
about cleaning the lake. Mazā—a word which more than most sounds like what it is—connotes a 
huge range of fun, from the simple pleasure of eating spicy food to the existential enjoyment of 
singing for God.28 Cleaning Pushkar-rāj may be serious work, but there is always room for mazā. 
When it struck me, I was walking along with my bag of coconuts; a swift breeze came over the 
lake and dried the sweat on my forehead. Smiling still from the geese, enjoying the air, and 
feeling good from the heavy lifting—this was my mazā experience.  
                                                 
28 Mazā sometimes overlaps with another favorite word of the easy-going and carefree: mast. Mast indicates yet 
another collection of adjectives, from “intoxicated” and “overjoyed,” to “passionate” and “lustful.” For an in-depth 
analysis of this affective orientation, see Owen Lynch’s “The Mastrām: Emotion and Person Among Mathura’s 
Chaubes (1990).  
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And in this moment of pleasure and pride, a young man with spiky hair by the name of 
Tinku looked at me: “you know,” he said, “we work hard for this karma (karm), but the Gita tells 
us not to focus on the fruits of our effort.” Here I was, sweaty and now a little deflated while a 
teenager with spiky hair waxed poetic about the Bhagavad-Gita. His point, though, was 
remarkably clear: if we are to relish this experience—to have mazā—we must lose our egos. It is 
with a spirit of selflessness that we should volunteer our labors to the divine. Moreover, as 
something done with no compulsion and requiring only the heart’s desire, cleaning the lake was 
sevā, or service to God.29 According to Amanda Lucia, sevā entails the “strict regulation of body 
and mind,” which subsequently develops an ethos of “discipline and devotion through routinized, 
repeated, and regulated activities” (2014: 193). Thus, the specific content of the service matters 
less than the mentality with which you approach it.30 But Mukesh drew a distinction between 
sevā and its translation as “service”: while service entails a job with particular hours and 
responsibilities—as in “government service”—sevā has absolutely no limits (sevā ki koī limit 
nahīn hai).31 Every day, Mukesh and his group abandon their varied posts and their clients 
(jajmān) around 5 o’clock, and set out to clean the lake. As sevā, this would more than make up 
for the money lost by leaving work early. Money, after all, cannot buy karma; that you have to 
farm. 
                                                 
29 David Haberman (2006) deals with the topic of sevā, and specifically its connection with environmental efforts, 
throughout his book.  
 
30 This type of religion-inspired social service is, of course, not at all limited to the Hindu world. Sevā is an 
absolutely constitutive aspect of Sikh religiosity (Murphy 2004). Beyond the boundaries of South Asia, too, we have 
other instances of sevā-like practices. Take, for example, the Social Gospel movement of early twentieth-century 
North America, which sought to create the “Kingdom of God” on Earth, and thought to do so through addressing 
issues of social justice: among others, crime, poverty, and alcoholism (White and Hopkins 1976). 
  
31 Unfortunately, the capaciousness of sevā allows it to be used for less than utopian reasons, as was demonstrated 
by the many kar sevaks (sevā volunteers) who helped to destroy Ayodhya’s Babri Masjid in 1992.  
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 “Look in the main bazaar,” a friend once suggested, “and tell me if you can find any 
karma store.” I had wandered extensively in the main bazaar and was fairly certain that there 
were, in fact, no stores for buying karma. “No,” he added before I could answer, “you won’t find 
one; karma needs to be farmed.” The phrase most commonly used to express this point is jaisī 
karnī vaisī bharnī, which very closely approximates “what you reap is what you sow.” In fact, 
the Hindi film Jaisi Karni Vaisi Bharni (1989) had its titular song begin with the line “jo boyegā 
vahī pāyegā,” that is, “what is sown is what you will get.” From a mango, you get a mango. 
Moreover, we humans are the ones who plant the seeds; we are the karma farmers. If a person 
can put in the hard work of being good, then good will come back in kind—perhaps not now, but 
eventually.   
 The topic of karma is particularly salient in the Mahābhārata’s treatment of Pushkar. The 
lake appears in the Tīrtha-yātrā Parvan  (“The Book of the Tour of Sacred Fords”), where the 
Pāndava brothers decide to take a pilgrimage across all of India. The description of their tour 
begins with Pushkar itself, considered “the beginning of the fords,” a place so potent that 
“whatever evil a woman or a man has done since birth is all destroyed by just a bath at Pushkar” 
(Mahābhārata 1975: 374).32 The capacity to destroy evil karma is an incredibly important and 
common feature of pilgrimage places; a tīrtha cannot, after all, claim to be paradise without 
providing an opportunity to rebalance the scales. At the same time, the Mahābhārata attaches a 
crucial proviso:  
                                                 
32 According to Diana Eck, it is “appropriate” that the pilgrimage route described in the Mahābhārata “begins at the 
beginning, with the Lotus Pond of the creator” (2012: 71). Surinder Bhardwaj (1973) finds Pushkar’s leading 
position more than just appropriate. He suggests that the town “was perhaps the most prominent place of pilgrimage 
in the entire list of places supplied by the epic,” and thus a textual indication of Brahma and Pushkar’s increased 
importance in the past (1973: 41). As far as I have seen, however, there is no concrete evidence of Pushkar’s 
preeminence centuries ago; there are no doubt different criteria by which the designation of “most prominent place 
of pilgrimage” might be attached, but one important criterion—namely, information regarding the number of 
pilgrims who visited Pushkar in the past—is unknowable.   
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puṣkaram puṣkaram gantum duṣkaram puṣkare tapaḥ 
duṣkaram puṣkare dānam vastum caiva suduṣkaram 
 
Puṣkara is hard to reach, austerities in Puṣkara are hard, 
gifts in Puṣkara are hard, to live there is very hard (1975: 374).33 
 
This couplet—or a Hindi rendering of it—was repeated to me by a number of informants, 
including my goose-feeding friend, Rishi. A slightly different version with an added mention of 
the difficulty of bathing is printed on the menu of a well-known restaurant in Pushkar, as seen in 
the image on the following page (Figure 12).  
But what exactly does this somewhat imprecise passage mean? We can place some blame 
on poetic license: the Sanskrit word puṣkaram (Pushkar) rhymes so nicely with duṣkaram 
(hard/difficult) that clarity was sacrificed at the altar of beauty. Thus, it is understandably 
challenging to grasp what words like “hard” or “difficult” are supposed to convey. So what are 
our options? Well, getting to Pushkar would have been hard in centuries past, considering 
limitations in resources, roads, and transportation. But surely the modern-day availability of 
buses and trains does not contradict the message. I asked a number of people how they 
interpreted the passage, but every response was simply a re-translation of the word duṣkaram: “it 
means mushkil (hard)”; “it means kaṭhin (hard); or, from a particularly exasperated collaborator, 
“it means HARD!” After further deliberation, I came to see it as a matter of karma protecting 
itself: “hard to reach” and “difficult to obtain” imply that the trip to Pushkar and the ritual 
activities surrounding it are so meritorious that it would simply be impossible for an undeserving 
person to be allowed the circumstances, or the desire, to reach the holy lake. Said differently, not 
everyone deserves—karmically speaking—to be able to receive the benefits of a trip to Pushkar, 
                                                 
33 The couplet also appears in the Svargakhaṇḍa (The Book of Heaven) of the Padma Purāṇa, with a minor change 
but the same translation: 
 
duṣkaram puṣkare gantum duṣkaram puṣkare tapaḥ 
duṣkaram puṣkare dānam vastum caiva suduṣkaram (III.11.34) 
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and thus those less-blessed people will find it literally “hard to reach.” This helps to explain a 
comment several people made to me during my research, and most frequently when I helped to 
clean the lake: “you are a lucky man” (āp lucky ādmī hain). My purported luckiness was at first 
mystifying, but I came to understand that for many, my position in Pushkar suggested real 
karmic wealth—I am from so far away, but blessed with the karmic goods to reach India, study 
in Pushkar, and perhaps “hardest” of all tasks, to do God’s sevā on the lake.  
 
Figure 12. A restaurant menu with a Sanskrit passage about Pushkar. 
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Brahmans, Pollution, and the Body 
 Toward the end of our journey, someone scooped a dead pigeon out of the water. Rishi 
picked it up—no gloves—and dropped it in a trash bag. Holding tight to my coconuts, I pictured 
the gleaming bottle of hand sanitizer waiting in my hotel room. Far more relevant than my 
germophobia, however, is what an act like this might mean in terms of caste and ritual pollution. 
It is unusual for brahmans in North India—especially in devout and conservative places like 
Pushkar—to handle items such as discarded clothes or animal remains. For example, in the water 
tank of Sudhabhay, only a few kilometers from Pushkar, Rajasthani villagers bathe in vast 
numbers and discard their old clothes on the water’s edge.34 The brahmans there do not touch the 
clothes, believing them to be defiling, and instead hire low-caste workers to pick them up. It is 
therefore all the more significant that the cleaners of Pushkar-rāj negotiate ideas of pollution in 
such a way that they not only touch old clothes, but handle dead animals too.  
Tinku once noted with a certain degree of pride that the group picked up absolutely 
everything on Pushkar’s shore. Somewhat insensitively, I asked him whether this was okay 
considering that the group was largely composed of brahmans. This was his response: “our hands 
are dirty, our mouths are dirty, our feet are dirty; this is nothing. People’s hearts should be pure. 
It’s not written in any book that brahmans can’t cut hair, or pick up trash. Why, are brahmans not 
                                                 
34 Sudhabhay (also called Gaya) is well-known across Rajasthan as a place to worship one’s ancestors. A few times 
a year, when a Tuesday coincides with the fourth day of a lunar month in its waxing fortnight—called chauth 
mangalvār—thousands of pilgrims come to the pond. With the help of brahmans there, pilgrims perform a number 
of rituals, from commemorative food offerings for deceased ancestors (piṇḍadān), to healing those possessed by the 
ghosts of unhappy family members. Brahmans at Sudhabhay are explicit about the fact that while mental illness and 
insanity require medical treatment, possessions must be met instead with a certain degree of faith (āsthā). This faith 
involves among other things a reliance on the miraculous properties of the water there. A priest splashes water—
sometimes quite violently—into the possessed person’s face while she sits mute and shaking. The priest yells “bol! 
bol!” (speak! speak!) to the ghost inside, hoping he might ascertain its name and nature. After some coaxing, the 
ghost agrees to leave the host, whom the brahman then leads into the pond. The possessed is purified, and the 
possessing ancestor is freed. For a more detailed analysis of the complex rituals associated with possession and 
ghosts, see Ann Grodzins Gold (1988). 
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people? Brahmans are people. Brahmans too can do other people’s work. And in this case, we 
don’t feel as if it is filth. This is God’s sevā, his prasād that we take.”35 Tinku’s comment 
highlights three important points: 1) pollution and purity are measures of one’s heart (man, also 
translated as “mind”), which is to say, one’s integrity and character; 2) brahmans can do any kind 
of work they see fit; and 3) they don’t consider the filth on the lake to be defiling, because 
cleaning it is service to God.  
The first idea is particularly common among young brahman men who see themselves as 
socially progressive. Caste, the argument goes, should be a matter of karma instead of blood. 36 
Although such an idea stops short of the dissolution of caste, it creates rhetorical breathing room 
for the possibility of having non-brahman friends, and of seeing goodness as a matter unrelated 
to ancestry. The notion that brahmans can do whatever work they want—that caste-based 
restrictions are irrelevant—seems to follow the very same reasoning. If one’s heart and mind are 
pure, then what act can be defiling? The silent caveat here is that such lofty declarations are 
wielded by those on the top of the caste hierarchy. As Susan Wadley (1994) and many other have 
noted, ideas of purity and pollution are always entangled in, and constructed through, relations of 
power. In other words, a brahman can argue that touching a dead pigeon is okay, but a Dalit 
cannot. Thus, I do not wish to oversell Tinku’s general thoughts on purity and pollution, which 
although fairly progressive, are nevertheless framed within Pushkar’s more conservative 
discourse on caste. Instead, I want to focus on his very original third point, which seems to 
                                                 
35 Prasād means “gift” or “gracious gift,” though in practice it corresponds to the food that is offered to a deity and 
subsequently given to devotees. It is, in utter seriousness, divine leftovers. With regard to Tinku’s statement, the 
idea of leftovers should not be excluded from the range of possible meanings.  
 
36 Although popular among young brahman men, the idea is not at all a new one. In the Mahābhārata’s third book, 
there is a well-known dialogue between a Yaksha and Yudhishthira, in which Yudhishthira explains that a person 
becomes a brahman not because of birth, but due to strength of character.  
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concede the presence of polluting substances, but calls into question whether items picked up 
while cleaning the lake are themselves defiling. 
Here is another priest who elaborated on the topic: “it is said that brahmans should not do 
all kinds of work. But in your own house, in your own temple, this cleaning is not dirty. For 
example, humans go to the bathroom and clean themselves...no one else will do it! That’s not 
dirty, that’s maintaining your health. Same in our own temple. This lake is ours...this dirtiness is 
ours.”37 Earlier, I referred to how locals and in particular Parashar brahmans claim ownership 
of—and take responsibility for—Pushkar lake. The above quotation reflects a similar position, 
though in many ways acts as an expansion of it. I am particularly engaged by the simultaneously 
obvious and important point that able-bodied adults are expected to clean themselves after going 
to the bathroom. Another informant echoed a similar idea with a less graphic image. Replying to 
my question about brahmans cleaning the lake, he simply asked “well, do you hire people to 
clean your feet?” These points are metaphoric and embellished, no doubt, but they nevertheless 
imply an expansion of bodily boundaries beyond the individual. Those things considered “one’s 
own” (apnā)—whether one’s house, temple, feet, or lake—are treated differently with regard to 
conceptions of pollution. As such, pollution is mediated by proximity. This does not suggest that 
for brahmans trash or filth is absent from the world of “one’s own,” but rather that such things 
require maintenance instead of avoidance. Cleaning the lake becomes care for the self. 
 
 
                                                 
37 In the above quotation, our priest is specifically referring to brahmans and their duties. When he says “this lake is 
ours,” he is making an implicit claim about brahmanical ownership of the lake. Here, cleaning the lake becomes a 
duty fulfilled especially by brahmans. This raises another interesting question about the caste makeup of our 
cleaning group. I have referred to the group as “largely composed of brahmans,” but over the course of my 
fieldwork I did not meet a single non-brahman in the group. Cleaners claimed that they often had non-brahman 
members with them, and boasted on several occasion that a Muslim man cleaned too, but I never met these 
purported people.    
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Coming Full Circle 
 We doubled our pace as the sun set in earnest. Back on Brahm Ghāṭ, a few priests were 
preparing for the evening worship (ārtī), during which the lake cannot be touched. About a 
hundred feet from the ghāṭ, a few volunteers deposited the last of our trash bags—to be picked 
up by municipal workers—and I brought my coconuts to the sadhu’s cloth and wood hut. We 
washed our hands with the water of Pushkar-rāj, said our namastes to each other and the lake, 
and went our separate ways. Ārtī bells rang; the day was over. Reaching Pradeep’s supply stall, I 
put on my shoes and looked back: perhaps still not “clear like the moon,” the lake shone in a way 
absolutely unimaginable if not for the daily efforts of this group of cleaners. I rolled down my 
pant legs and headed home.  
Mukesh had noted earlier in the day that the group’s objective was to look forward to a 
time when people would approach the lake and say, “we’ve arrived in heaven.” Such a moment 
can be possible only through doing the hard work of cleaning the lake, but I would argue that the 
activity could not be nearly the same—or have the impact that it does—without the process of 
ritualization that accompanies it. Although undeniably important, picking up trash does not 
inherently constitute a sacred act. Nor does it fully suffice to say that cleaning the lake takes on a 
sacred quality simply because Pushkar is a sacred place. Pushkar-rāj is made sacred by a number 
of means, from stories told to pūjās done. Of all the many aspects and actions that form the 
complex process of making Pushkar paradise, cleaning the lake is only one. But it is one made 
especially powerful by the words and deeds that accompany it. Cleaning here entails the practice 
of parikramā, carries the responsibilities of sevā, involves the effort of karma farming, and 
expands the town’s religious ecology by giving to geese. Sitting in the background to all of 
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this—and on a lotus, no doubt—is Brahma, who with a fire sacrifice many eons ago set the 
sacred in motion. The following chapter is about him.  
 










Figure 13. “The Trimurti or Hindu Trinity,” printed in James Gardner’s The Faiths of the World (1860). 
Within the religious landscape of modern day India, the notion that Hinduism has three 
main gods—Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva—is both agreed upon and hastily qualified. Agreed 
upon because the trimūrti, or “triple form,” which celebrates Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva as the 
respective creator, preserver, and destroyer of the universe, not only appears in popular imagery 
throughout the subcontinent, but has a solid pedigree in the Sanskrit canon; hastily qualified 
because one of those three, Brahma, is almost nowhere to be found. Although worshipped widely 
across North India between the fourth century B.C.E. and the fourth century C.E.—and having a 
considerable following in western India up through at least the thirteenth century—Brahma is 
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now a god most famous for being under-worshipped (Bailey 1983).1 Pushkar, then, stands as 
Brahma’s longest lasting and most prominent stronghold.  
This chapter contains two parts, both of which look to Brahma, but from different angles 
and with decidedly different results. The first part spans from the seventeenth century through 
the nineteenth, and offers a snapshot of the European travelers, missionaries, and colonial 
officials who took interest in the trimūrti, which from its very “discovery” generated intrigue 
among those who saw a resemblance between Hindu triad and Christian trinity. With Europe’s 
increased curiosity in Hindu practice during the nineteenth century, Brahma stood very much on 
the periphery, a peculiar and largely ignored member of the triad. And yet, even alongside the 
growing consensus of Brahma’s position, a new “Science of Religion” would continue to 
position Hinduism’s trimūrti up against the Christian trinity, thereby giving scholarly credence to 
an analogical relationship that, although less venomous than missionary writings on the matter, 
continues to represent only one of many ways in which Hindus have understood divinity. I aim 
not to dismiss the popularity of the Hindu triad, but to situate its explanatory power within the 
context of encounter. It was this long history of dialogue, confusion, and seeing similarity that 
made it both possible and meaningful to talk about Hinduism as a religion of three gods. I also 
want to call attention to another underlying and related factor, what I call the “triumph of the 
textual.” This was the widely-held belief among Europeans—and shared by their brahman 
interlocutors—that Hindu religion was best understood through its texts; in the case of Brahma, 
this meant that the trimūrti continued to represent an important facet of Hinduism even with the 
recognition that the creator god was hardly worshipped. The explanatory power of shared 
                                                 
1 Malik disagrees with Bailey, placing the decline of Brahma worship at the 16th century (1993: 398-399). For other 
work on Brahma worship, see Bhattacharya (1969) and Mishra (1989). 
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religious trinities coupled with the triumph of the textual created a discourse that persists even 
today.  
The second part of the chapter brings us back to modern day Pushkar, and focuses on the 
tour guides who gather by the Brahma temple in hopes of making a living. They are the 
mediators of information about Brahma and Pushkar—and when guiding foreigners, about the 
wider world of Hinduism. Like the European scholars and missionaries before, they are cultural 
translators and comparative religionists of the highest order. Comparativism, however, takes on a 
different appeal—or rather, is part of a different project—when it originates out of a Hindu 
worldview and functions as a facet of religious practice. In a concluding section, I compare these 
two instances of comparison, asking in particular how we might make space for a refreshed and 
robust study of comparative religion.  
Undergirding this chapter—and putting 17th century missionaries in conversation with 
tour guides in Pushkar—is the concept of a “contact zone.” As mentioned in chapter one of the 
dissertation, contact zones are “social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple 
with each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination—like 
colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out across the globe today” (Pratt 1992: 
4). In her exceptional work on travel writing, Imperial Eyes, Mary Louise Pratt argues that 
contact zones also serve as locations of “transculturation,” a term referring to the ways in which 
subjugated peoples absorb, make sense of, and re-invent materials and discourses introduced by 
the dominant party (1992: 6). We will see this process when exploring the innovative 
comparisons of contemporary Pushkar. At the same time, I do acknowledge the potential 
problems of applying the model of a contact zone to the situation in Pushkar, which tacitly 
suggests that tourism somehow reenacts the inequalities of colonialism. Tourism certainly entails 
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and reproduces inequalities—perhaps doubly so for tourism in postcolonial India—but we would 
be remiss to see in such relations of power anything that approximates those of the colonial 
project. With this in mind, I retain the term “contact zone” while conceding the fact that 
“relations of domination and subordination” are relative.  
For the chapter’s historical section, I am largely inspired by David Chidester (1996), 
whose work in southern Africa is indebted to Pratt, but which heads in a direction more 
explicitly related to the study of religion. According to Chidester, contact necessitates 
comparison. More precisely, he labels these meeting places “frontiers of comparison”—between 
colonialists and missionaries on one side, and indigenous Africans on the other—where the 
language of comparative religion sees a fundamental expansion of its vocabulary. Important to 
Chidester is the fact that such zones and frontiers were also sites of violence and inequality. 
Here, my work departs from Chidester’s insofar as I take greater interest in how the contact zone 
engenders comparison—and how certain comparative ideas persist—than in how comparison 
becomes linked to regimes of violence.2 While attuned to the power relations that no doubt 
existed alongside, and in many cases were perpetuated by, comparative thinking, my work 
focuses more substantially on one particular discourse of comparison—the idea of shared 
trinities—and explores how the contact zone shaped a conversation about human belonging that 
endures even today. As a whole, the chapter seeks to address how commonsense assumptions of 
religious similarity and difference are negotiated and contested in hugely varying contexts. 
 
                                                 
2 It is difficult to say whether Indian comparative religion was “conducted on frontier battlefields” in quite the same 
way as it was in southern Africa (Chidester 1996: 219). Certainly, racist ideas about Indian religion—and 
specifically, ones born of comparison—were used to justify colonial rule. But did missionary efforts, comparative 
religion, and colonialism merge into a project of epistemic and physical violence? Ultimately, the answer to this 
question awaits a larger and more focused project seeking to apply a Chidester-ian approach to Indian religion.  
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The Hindu Trinity “Discovered” 
Before considering individual thinkers and their interest in comparative trinities, we 
should set the stage. Our contact zone begins with the Age of Discovery, when “the intellectual 
and religious shock caused by the observation of formerly all-but-unknown religious rituals and 
beliefs in the Americas and Asia” not only contributed to an awareness of other peoples’ 
religions, but—importantly, for us—served as a fundamental catalyst in the formation of what 
would become the discipline of religious studies (Stroumsa 2010: 2). Said differently, the 
growing awareness of plural religions led to a new fascination with, and scholarly theorization 
of, a “singular, generic religion” (Smith 1998: 271). As for these plural religious identities, there 
were four: Jews, Christians, Muslims, and the rest (Masuzawa 2005: 47). “The rest” included a 
rather amorphous group of Others, generally thought of as idolaters, heathens, pagans, and 
polytheists from every corner of the globe. And although Europeans certainly recognized the vast 
diversity of heathenish expression, most were only concerned insofar as it revealed a frightful 
number of ways in which one could depart from the true faith of Christianity (Masuzawa 2005: 
50-57). This 4-fold model dominated the discourse on religion up to the first half of the 
nineteenth century, but lost its appeal as travelers, missionaries, and scholars amassed sufficient 
material to categorize what they saw as discrete religious entities from under the umbrella of “the 
rest.” In India, as in every place where Europeans had colonial or missionary ties, this 
“discovery” of new religions was neither sudden nor imminent, requiring rather a stumbling and 
messy process of observation and interpretation. Thus, at the very time Europeans took a 
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fascination with comparative trinities, they were still working out fundamental categories like 
“Hindu,” “Hinduism,” and “religion” itself.3   
 The discourse of comparative trinities emerges in earnest at the beginning of the 
seventeenth century, but the first allusion to such a comparison can be traced to Afonso de 
Albuquerque (1453-1515), who came to southwest India in 1503.4 The following is a passage 
from The Commentaries of the Great Afonso Dalboquerque—published about forty years after 
the Portuguese nobleman’s death—in which Albuquerque describes the brahmans of the 
Province of Malabar (the coastal plain of present-day Karnataka and Kerala): 
These Brahmins are a set of religious men (just as our priests among us here), who take 
care of their pagodas. They have among themselves a scientific language, which is like 
Latin among us, that no one understands unless he is instructed in it…They have 
knowledge of the Trinity and of Our Lady, whereby it appears that anciently they were 
Christians (Albuquerque 1875-84: 78). 
 
Perhaps not particularly detailed, Albuquerque’s observations nevertheless highlight two 
centrally important features of the contact zone. First, in the context of encountering so much 
difference—for the Portuguese naval commander, we might say drowning in difference—a 
precious scrap of similarity may come to serve as one’s ontological lifeboat. Thus, Albuquerque 
refers not only to a Hindu awareness of the trinity, but speaks of brahmans as being like “our 
priests among us,” and compares their “scientific language” (probably Sanskrit) to Latin. 
Moreover, in a world where “similarity and difference are not ‘given’” (Smith 1990: 51), the 
active search for similarity starts with the assumption of categories for comparison. And it is 
largely the case—as with the example of Albuquerque—that those categories come from a 
Christian worldview.  
                                                 
3 The notion that the “invention” or “discovery” of Hinduism emerged alongside major developments in the 
understanding of “religion” is more thoroughly argued by Will Sweetman (2001, 2003).   
 
4 Jan Gonda (1968/69: 212) notes that the trimūrti was first explicitly mentioned (as “Berma, Besnu, and Maçeru or 
Maycereni”) by another Portuguese officer, Duarte Barbosa, in 1516. 
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Tony Ballantyne touches on a similar aspect of cultural comparison with his notion of a 
“point of recognition” (2006). In Between Colonialism and Diaspora, Ballantyne emphasizes 
how in the case of Sikhism, colonial interests gravitated towards those ideas and values thought 
to be shared between parties both ruling and ruled. He notes specifically the “notions of 
masculinity and martiality,” which were “produced by the ability of Punjabis and Britons to 
translate each other’s culture in such a way that they found values or traditions that seemed 
roughly equivalent to important elements of their own worldview” (2006: 26). Still, the 
recognition of similarity is not solely an attribute of colonialism; as seen both here and in this 
dissertation’s first chapter, such considerations are simply a facet of meaning making in the 
contact zone.  
Second, Albuquerque introduces us to one of the most prominent early tropes in Christian 
comparative endeavors: the idea that Hindus had some connection with Christians since ancient 
days, and have since left the fold. This again resonates very strongly with Chidester’s study of 
comparativism on the colonial frontier of southern Africa, where one of the primary methods for 
thinking about a particular point of recognition was the use of genealogy (1996: 17). This is not 
the genealogy of Nietzsche or Foucault that has come to dominate critical theory, but rather the 
considerably older study of lineage, kinship, and the family tree. As we will see in the coming 
pages, it was often through genealogy that Europeans thought about and made sense of 
comparative trinities up through the eighteenth century.  
A Jesuit missionary at the turn of the seventeenth century, Roberto de Nobili (1577-1656) 
understood conversion among his Madurai community as a subtle process of adaptation and 
accommodation. Wearing the ochre robes of a mendicant, he carried a staff and a gourd, and 
adopted the vegetarian eating practices of a brahman. He even wore a sacred thread similar to 
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that of twice-born Hindus,5 though his was made of five separate threads: three were gold to 
symbolize the Christian trinity; two were silver and symbolized the body and soul of Jesus; and 
the whole thing was anchored by a cross (Nelson 1989: 116). In response to a colleague’s 
assertions that the janeu “is the badge of idols in common,” de Nobili argues that the emblem—
however common—is not actually religious:  
Will the Christians, Jews, and the Turks ever choose a common emblem to signify that 
they all believe in one God? But whatever it will be elsewhere, among our gentiles 
[Indian “heathens”], it is inconceivable; for their sects are so opposed to one another, that 
one sect will refuse to use a word, which perfectly applies to its divinity, if it is already 
used by another sect...The conclusion is inevitable, that the string is not a religious 
emblem, for if it were, it would not be worn by sects so opposed to one another 
(Sweetman 2003: 61-62).  
 
Because sects are so opposed to each other in terms of theology, the fact that they all wear the 
same emblem is an indication of it being not religious. This line of thinking allowed de Nobili to 
justify wearing such paraphernalia as a cultural or social—rather than religious and idol-
worshipping—practice. Moreover, de Nobili’s arguments for accommodation exhibit his 
understanding of Indian religiosity as undergirded by diversity and difference. Even when 
discussing theological concepts that we would now describe as “Hindu,” de Nobili had nowhere 
near a monolithic vision of Hinduism.   
 And yet, despite perceiving differences between various Hindu sects, De Nobili found 
much vaster common ground when it came to the trinity. Here, in what Francis Clooney believes 
to be “the very earliest example of an outside reading of a sacred Hindu text” (1995: 205), de 
Nobili discusses the possibility of a trinity in the Taittirīya Upaniṣad’s conception of brahman:   
But what is yet more surprising, I discover in these texts even an adumbration of the 
recondite mystery of the most Holy Trinity, the Most Gracious and Most High God 
vouchsafing doubtless even to these far distant lands some inkling of the most hidden 
                                                 
5 This thread—called a janeu in Hindi—is invested by upper caste Hindus after the ceremony of initiation, called the 
upanayana. The thread traditionally marks the transition in a boy’s life as he takes on a Guru, and begins the study 
of sacred texts. Today, young men are often invested on the day before their wedding, marking the transition away 
from the realm of the mother.  
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secret of our faith through the teaching of some sage living among these people, in much 
the same way as by a rather mysterious inspiration He deigned to illuminate the Sybils, 
Trimagistus and certain other Masters of human wisdom in our parts of the globe. 
 
The texts runs thus: a. sa ya eṣontara hṛdaya ākāśaḥ tasmin ayam puruṣo manomayaḥ; b. 
antareṇa tāluke ye yeṣa stana ivāva lambhate; c. sendrayoniḥ. The meaning is as 
follows: a. That very person within in his nature is spirit (i.e., the Holy Spirit); in him is 
one who is likewise spirit existing through an act of the will; b. he who exists in the 
mouth (i.e., the Word) is held close to that person’s breast (i.e., the Son); c. that person is 
at the same time Lord and cause of (all) things (i.e., the Father) (1995: 216-217). 
 
It is important to note that here the comparison of trinities does not feature the trimūrti. 
According to Soosai Arokiasamy, de Nobili thought that the trimūrti—with its gods of uneven 
power and significance—failed to map onto the perfect coherence and equality of the Christian 
trinity (1986: 145).6 Therefore, it is de Nobili’s reading of the nature of brahman—as supposedly 
described in this text—that suggests a Hindu understanding of the Christian trinity. Interestingly, 
Patrick Olivelle translates the very same passage of the Taittirīya Upaniṣad (1.6.1), but with no 
trace of a trinity: “In this space here within the heart lies the immortal and golden person 
consisting of the mind. And this thing that hangs like a nipple between the two palates, it is 
Indra’s passage” (Olivelle 1996: 181). As Clooney notes, “instead of mapping a path through the 
mouth toward Brahman, the text is discovered to chart three connected points which correspond 
to the Father, Son and Spirit” (1995: 217). Here, de Nobili demonstrates the extent to which 
similarity might be sought, especially among those missionaries who channeled their efforts 
through the ideals of openness and accommodation.  
 In his book on Jesuit missionaries in Tibet, Trent Pomplum explains that within the 
genealogical method there were several ways of accounting for such “inklings” or 
“adumbrations” of Christian truth, like those mentioned by de Nobili above: in addition to citing 
the influence of the Apostle Thomas—who was supposed to have arrived in India in the first 
                                                 
6 De Nobili even refers to Brahma as “one of those three false gods” (Nobili 1972: 43). 
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century C.E.—missionaries also thought of heathen traditions as a possible relic of Adam and 
Eve’s religion, or in the case of de Nobili, as a result of “God’s direct inspiration” of indigenous 
authors (2010: 78-79). An important point, though, is that such formulations rarely went so far to 
declare Hindu and Christian trinities one and the same; in comparison to the light of truth 
emanating from the Christian trinity, the Hindu triad seemed little more than a shadow.  
 We see one such example in the writings of Jean Venance Bouchet (1655-1732), who in 
1702 founded the French Jesuit Karnatic mission. In a letter to Pierre-Daniel Huet, the Bishop of 
Avranches, Bouchet explains that his observations of Indian religion prove 
that the Indians have taken their Religion from the Books of Moses and the Prophets; that 
all the Fables of their Books are fill’d with, do not so much disguise the Truth but that it 
may still be known; and to conclude, that besides the Religion of the Hebrew Nation, 
which they learnt, at least in Part, by their Commerce with the Jews and Egyptians, there 
appear among them plain Footsteps of the Christian Religion, preached to them by St. 
Thomas, the Apostle, Pantanus, 7 and other great Men, ever since the first Ages of the 
Church (Bouchet 1913: 2). 
 
His analysis of the trimūrti is inflected with this historical approach, again in the same letter 
from 1710: 
A few Years ago, a Brachman thus expounded his notion of the fabulous Trinity of the 
Pagans: We are to represent to ourselves, said he, God and his three several names 
[Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva], which answer to his three principal attributes, much in the 
Nature of those Triangular Pyramids we see rais’d before the Gates of some Temples. 
 
You are sensible, my Lord, that I do not pretend to tell you this Imagination of the 
Indians answers exactly to the Truth which Christians profess; but, however, it makes us 
sensible that they once had a clearer Light, and that they are grown darker, by Reason of 
the Difficulty which occurs in a Mystery so far above Man’s weak Reason (Bouchet 
1913: 21-22). 
 
                                                 
7 Pantaenus was the founder of the Catechetical School of Alexandria (190 C.E.), and supposedly a missionary in 
India.   
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Like de Nobili, Bouchet not only finds the trinitarian point of recognition noteworthy in terms of 
its morphological similarity, but also uses it to call upon a particular genealogical history.8 He 
believes Hindus to have appropriated ideas from the Hebrew Bible through commerce with Jews 
and Egyptians—for example, he notes the etymological similarity of Abraham and Brahma, 
declaring the difference between them to be “not great” (10)—and argues that other great men 
such as St. Thomas managed to make connections between India and the Christian world. 
Moreover, similar again to de Nobili’s “adumbrations”—translated from the Latin word 
adumbrationem, and derived from umbrare, “to cast a shadow”—such connections are a matter 
of light.9 In concluding his letter, Bouchet writes that he has given “an Account of what I have 
learnt among the People of India, formerly, in all likelihood Christians, and fallen again long 
since into the Darkness of Idolatry” (25). Once bathed in the light of Christianity, Hindus have 
retreated to the dark. Here, we find that what comparativism can do—and indeed, what it does do 
here—is open a window of similarity only so much, recalling a more unified past in order to give 
grounds for the “restoration” of Christ’s message across the globe.10 
It was not until the latter half of the eighteenth century that India became a widespread 
topic of conversation throughout Europe. The development of interest in India was no doubt 
multifaceted, though perhaps the most important factor was the establishment of Company rule 
                                                 
8 Interestingly, whereas de Nobili volunteers that he himself had discovered “an adumbration of the recondite 
mystery of the most Holy Trinity,” Bouchet suggests that his trinitarian point of recognition came from the 
declarations of a brahman. We do not know from the passage who made that first comparative connection, but it 
seems important to note the conversational nature of Bouchet’s discovery.  
 
9 This is not to say that de Nobili had this specific idea in mind when he used the word “adumbrations,” but rather to 
suggest the discursive relevance of “light” in writings on early comparative religion.   
 
10 Comparison could be far more antagonistic too. Take, for example, Bartholomaus Ziegenbalg’s (1683-1719) 
Genealogy of the South-Indian Gods. On two different occasions, Ziegenbalg refers to the trinities: in the first, he 
confidently declares, “how very different is the Holy Trinity from the unholy Indian Triad, and how infinitely 
superior is the Triune God to the Parabaravastu of the Hindu philosopher, even as a subject of speculation” (1869: 
14). In the second, he again dismisses the trimūrti, saying “some hold these to be triune, making thus as it were a 
counterfeit of the mystery of the holy Trinity” (41).  
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in parts of Bengal and Bihar in 1757, when British political and economic considerations became 
more closely aligned with those of the subcontinent. Around this time, a number of employees of 
the East India Company took interest in India’s languages, religions, and cultures, and thus 
formed the earliest group of British Orientalists in India. Alexander Dow (1735/6-1779) is a 
particularly interesting example of these early Orientalists, largely because of the fact that this 
army officer of the East India Company wrote “from a position very close to deism” (Marshall 
1970: 26). At the time, the more iconoclastic proponents of deism—Voltaire being high on the 
list—sought out a universal monotheism which preceded Christianity in order to prove that a 
single supreme being was “natural,” and not the sole property of the Christian world (Marshall 
1970: 25).  
In wondering what the case of India might offer toward furthering his campaign against 
the Church, Voltaire relied heavily on the works of Dow and another deist by the name of John 
Zephaniah Holwell (1711-1798). Holwell, for his part, states that the oldest Hindu texts—what 
he calls the “Shastah”—were composed 650 years before the Flood, and thus preceded any 
Mosaic textual tradition (Marshall 1970: 28). Dow approaches the issue from a somewhat 
different angle, interpreting the trimūrti so as to argue for an ancient Hindu monotheism: 
We find that the Brahmins, contrary to the ideas formed of them in the west, invariably 
believe in the unity, eternity, omniscience, and omnipotence of God; that the polytheism 
of which they have been accused, is no more than a symbolical worship of the divine 
attributes, which they divide into three principal classes. Under the name Brimha, they 
worship the wisdom and creative power of God; under the appellation of Bishen, his 
providential and preserving quality; and under that of Shibah, that attribute which tends 
to destroy (Dow 1970: 138). 
 
Thus Indians have long practiced monotheism, but Westerners—either due to misunderstanding 
or prejudice—fail to see this fact. Moreover, note that Dow makes no comparative flourish with 
regard to Christian and Hindu trinities. This is likely due to the fact that for most deists, the 
Christian trinity was considered to be “mysterious, supra-rational if not irrational, and one of the  
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causes of sectarian strife within culture” (Olson and Hall 2002: 80). For Dow, then, the Christian 
trinity was something inviting neither comparison nor defense. Like other Orientalists and 
missionaries, Dow saw the Hindu triad as playing a role bigger than itself, as part of a larger 
discourse intended to establish cross-religious dialogue; yet unlike his contemporaries and 
predecessors, Dow utilizes the trimūrti in order to assert that Christianity is not as unique as so 
many claim. We will find quite the opposite argument in the work of Sir William Jones.  
 As founder of the Asiatick Society of Bengal in 1784, Sir William Jones (1746-1794) is 
arguably responsible for the professionalism of Orientalism in India. In addition to pursuing his 
duties as a judge in Calcutta, Jones was a philologist, Sanskritist, and early theorist of the Indo-
European family of languages. As a linguist, Jones’ work was inclined towards comparativism, 
most explicitly seen in an article he contributed to the very first volume of Asiatick Researches, 
called “On the Gods of Greece, Italy, and India” (1788). Here, he argues that within the Hindu 
pantheon, “we find many Joves, many Apollos, many Mercuries, with distinct attributes and 
capacities” (Jones 1970: 199). Jove, for example, approximates all three members of the trimūrti, 
while Neptune corresponds more specifically to Shiva. Most importantly, these similarities imply 
a shared past for the religious traditions of Greece, Italy, and India: “we may infer a general 
union or affinity between the most distinguished inhabitants of the primitive world, at the time 
when they deviated, as they did too early deviate from the rational adoration of the only true  
God” (1970: 196). This kind of passage reflects the belief “accepted by virtually all Christians 
throughout the eighteenth century,” that Hindus and Christians “had been part of a single 
undivided human race until the building of the Tower of Babel” (Marshall 1970: 22). As 
described in Genesis 11, the confusio linguarum—or “confusion of the tongues”—helped to  




Figure 14. “Trimourti ou Trinité des Indiens,” printed in Pierre Sonnerat’s  
Voyage aux Indes Orientales et à la Chine (1782). 
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undergird both the inherent unity of all humankind and the subsequent fragmentation of societies 
and cultures. Jones reveals the stakes of such a belief in the following: 
Either the first eleven chapters of Genesis, all due allowances being made for a figurative 
Eastern style, are true, or the whole fabrick of our national religion is false; a conclusion, 
which none of us, I trust, would wish to be drawn. I, who cannot help believing the 
divinity of the Messiah, and from the undisputed antiquity and manifest completion of 
many prophecies, especially those of Isaiah, in the only person recorded by history, to 
whom they are applicable, am obliged of course to believe the sanctity of the venerable 
books, to which that sacred person refers as genuine (1970: 200). 
 
This provides the backdrop to Jones’ genealogical project. But the possibilities of comparison 
emerge especially when looking to “primitive” traditions; in fact, Christianity does not figure 
into Jones’ comparative schema. He attempts to justify his bias in a discussion of the Hindu 
trinity: 
Very respectable natives have assured me, that one or two missionaries have been absurd 
enough, in their zeal for the conversion of Gentiles, to urge, ‘that the Hindus were even 
now almost Christians, because their Brahma, Vishnu, and Mahesha, were no other than 
the Christian Trinity’; a sentence, in which we can only doubt, whether folly, ignorance, 
or impiety predominates. The three powers, Creative, Preservative, and Destructive, 
which the Hindus express by the triliteral word OM, were grossly ascribed by the first 
idolaters to the heat, light, and flame of their mistaken divinity, the sun; and their wise 
successors in the East, who perceived that the sun was only a created thing, applied those 
powers to its Creator; but the Indian Triad, and that of Plato, which he calls the Supreme 
Good, the Reason, and the Soul, are infinitely removed from the holiness and sublimity 
of the doctrine, which pious Christians have deduced from texts in the Gospel, though 
other Christians, as pious, openly profess their dissent from them. Each sect must be 
justified by its own faith and good intentions: this I only mean to inculcate, that the tenet 
of our Church cannot without profaneness be compared with that of the Hindus, which 
has only an apparent resemblance to it, but a very different meaning [My emphasis] 
(Jones, 243).   
 
Jones offers us two powerful ideas: first is the juxtaposition of the “respectable native” 
with what we can assume is the unrespectable missionary. In their enthusiasm to convert, such 
missionaries grasp at theological straws. Thus, they—rather than the “respectable natives”—
deserve the blame for the absurdity of comparison. This raises the second point, namely, that 
certain comparisons are somehow more legitimate than others. And Jones’ charge is not against 
Indian religion alone; he asserts that both the Hindu triad and Plato’s triad of “the Supreme 
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Good, the Reason, and the Soul”—however worthy of academic interest and subject to their own 
cross-cultural comparisons—are “infinitely removed from the holiness and sublimity” of the 
Christian trinity. Thus, the claim as to whether two things are “apples and oranges” or “apples 
and apples” can be more than a simple declaration of non-comparability. To label Christianity as 
just another apple among the many apples of the world is to bring it to a level of equality, and to 
raise the theological stakes. Jones maintains the hierarchy not through mere polemic, but rather 
the refusal to engage. Christianity, in this sense, becomes truly incomparable.   
Brahma Discovered 
Our introduction to Hindu-Christian comparison in the nineteenth century comes from a 
figure who straddles two centuries in more ways than one. Abbe Dubois (1765-1848) was a 
missionary in South India through the turn of the century, though he is now more generally 
known as the author of Hindu Manners, Customs and Ceremonies; published in 1816, the book 
was “in large part based on an obscure manuscript written by Père Coeurdoux in the 1760s” 
(Dirks 2001: 21).11 Despite being a piece of plagiarism, Hindu Manners remains salient given its 
wide readership during the colonial period. Even more, it marks an important transition in the 
European study of India, where “popular” Hinduism—which is to say, Hindu practice—becomes 
a topic of serious inquiry. It is hard to determine when writers on India began using methods that 
we now consider “ethnographic,” in part because the term is itself fairly capacious, but also 
because studies of “customs” or “sects” are part of the literature on India and other parts of the 
world even in the seventeenth century.12 While Dirks (2001) convincingly argues that it was not 
                                                 
11 Dirks (2001) points to the work of Sylvia Murr as elucidating this fact. 
 
12 See, for example, Samuel Purchas (1614). 
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until after 1857 that anthropology fully supplanted history as the dominant mode of knowledge 
collection under the colonial state, we can nevertheless see that ethnographic issues gained 
increasing attention in the later decades of the eighteenth century.13 Such a development was far 
from a replacement for textual and theological studies—which, at least in the study of religion, 
would remain dominant—but it nevertheless served as a valuable supplement for understanding 
Indian peoples and traditions. Dubois, or perhaps Coeurdoux, is a part of this transition.  
Although Hindu Manners, Customs and Ceremonies does mention the trinitarian point of 
recognition—unsurprisingly, the Hindu triad is considered “tainted with materialism” and a 
“sadly distorted presentation of this great mystery” of the Christian Trinity—the work is more 
noteworthy in being perhaps the first European study to note Brahma’s lack of worship “on the 
ground” (1906: 554-555). This strikes me as a considerable ethnographic feat, yet Dubois is quite 
nonchalant: he says it is “an accepted fact that Brahma does not anywhere receive public 
worship” (1906: 614). He explains Brahma’s status by way of a Puranic myth, in which the 
creator god is punished for having an “incestuous passion” for his daughter (1906: 613). Nearly 
the same story is told throughout Pushkar today, and it goes like this: once, after Brahma created 
his daughter, Saraswati, he quickly became obsessed by her beauty.14 Saraswati attempted to 
escape the glances of her potentially incestuous father, but he grew new heads—four in the 
cardinal directions and one on top—for the sole purpose of keeping an eye on her. Seeing this all 
happen, Shiva became angered by the creator’s immodest behavior, and chopped off Brahma’s 
                                                 
13 Dirks’ third chapter, entitled “The Ethnographic State,” is a fascinating exposition of how the modern discipline 
of anthropology in India has roots in the colonial enterprise. Further work is required to see how missionary 
ethnography hides in the shadows of the modern discipline (2001).  
 
14 In modern Hinduism—especially in its pan-Indian manifestations—Saraswati is considered Brahma’s consort. In 
contemporary Pushkar, however, as well as in many colonial writings surrounding Brahma, Saraswati is his 
daughter, and Savitri his wife. 
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fifth head, which rested above the others.15 Dubois remarks, “it is for having thus violated the 
laws of nature that he [Brahma] has, so to speak, neither temple nor worship nor sacrifice”(1906: 
613). 
 But Dubois pushes too hard on the matter: at the time of his statement—regardless of 
dubious dating—Pushkar’s Brahma temple was very much in play. The European discovery of 
this particular temple was noted a few years before Dubois’ Hindu Manners (but not 
Coeurdoux’s) in Thomas Broughton’s Letters from a Mahratta Camp (1977 [1813]). Broughton 
notes that “it is at Pokur alone that an image of Brihma, at least one of any celebrity, is to be 
seen: his temple is close to the margin of the lake, small, plain, and evidently very ancient” 
(1977: 240). Similarly, in his Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan (1829-1832), James Tod refers 
to the Brahma temple in Pushkar16 as “the sole tabernacle dedicated to the ONE GOD which I 
ever saw or have heard of in India” (892).17 The steady acknowledgement of Brahma’s 
peripheral status with regard to popular worship is most explicitly tied to the increased 
significance and proliferation of writings that utilized a method akin to ethnography, as 
mentioned above. More European authors were writing about people and practices in India than 
ever before, and they were doing so over vast swaths of the subcontinent; generalizable 
                                                 
15 Brahma is depicted as originally having five heads in a number of purāṇas, but inevitably—usually because of his 
ego or bad behavior—loses one of them (Doniger O’Flaherty 1976: 283-284). Shiva is sometimes depicted as 
having five heads too, so this story narrated by Dubois is also about the competition for divine supremacy. Here, 
Shiva cuts off Brahma’s head not only because of moral outrage, but also because this type of act reinforces a 
hierarchy with Shiva on top.   
 
16 It is important to note that both Broughton and Tod actually visited Pushkar in person, rather than relying on 
another’s testimony.  
 
17 Interestingly, Tod refers to Brahma as the ONE GOD. This seems an indication that Tod was confused by the 
difference between brahman—which many Europeans thought of as “God” or “the Almighty”—and Brahma, the 
creator god. Anyone who has ever taught a class on Hinduism knows that students find it difficult to differentiate 
between Brahmā (the creator), brahman (the absolute principle), and brāhman (the priestly caste). Tod, in this sense, 
was no different.  
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knowledge about Hindu religion and culture required, above all else, the steady accumulation of 
ethnographic scholarship.  
 But the conversation about Brahma was also shaped by factors beyond the simple 
explosion of ethnographic knowledge. The very idea that Brahma’s status was peculiar or 
noteworthy came from a fairly simple expectation: Brahma, as the creator god and a member of 
the Hindu triad, was supposed to be important. Europeans, who had previously learned from 
texts and brahman informants that Brahma was part of this all-important trimūrti, now found him 
to be less a celebrity than a has-been. What made Brahma’s lack of worship more than a simple 
fact—that is, what made it a fact worth noting and sharing many times over—was that it defied 
expectation. Moreover, this broken expectation hewed to a narrative of decline that had long 
been a staple of Eurocentric comparativism. As the nineteenth century progressed and people lost 
interest in the image of a united human civilization before the Tower of Babel, writers 
increasingly saw Hinduism not as a religion that had departed darkly from its proto-Christian 
past, but as a religion that had all but lost itself.  
 For example, H.H. Wilson (1786-1860) mentions Brahma’s lack of worship while 
simultaneously maligning the sorry state of contemporary Hindu religion: “Even Sarasvati 
enjoys some portion of homage, much more than her lord, Brahma, whilst a vast variety of 
inferior beings of malevolent character and formidable aspect receive the worship of the 
multitude” (1861: 241 ). In much the same way, William Crooke (1848-1923) couches his 
understanding of Brahma worship within a rhetoric of historical loss. From the beginning of 
Popular Religion and Folklore of North India (1894), Crooke sets a path of development for all 
religions—one of popularization followed by inevitable degradation and corruption. He uses the 
example of Christianity, a religion whose “power of assimilation” has rendered it both influential 
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and impure (1968: 1). Thus, even countries long held under the banner of Christianity display 
traces of heathen accommodation and assimilation. Offering his observations with relation to 
Hinduism, he explains: 
It is part of the object of the following pages to show that in India the history of religious 
belief has been developed on similar lines. Everywhere we find that the great primal gods 
of Hinduism have suffered grievous degradation. Throughout the length and breadth of 
the Indian peninsula Brahma, the creator, has hardly more than a couple of shrines 
specially dedicated to him (Crooke 1968: 2).18 
 
Thus Crooke interprets the degradation of Brahma worship as indicating the more widespread 
degradation of Hinduism itself. For our purposes, it is important to note that this discussion of 
Brahma does not necessarily imply a loss of interest in the trimūrti. Rather, when Crooke cites 
Brahma as an example of the “great primal gods” who “have suffered grievous degradation,” the 
trimūrti implicitly frames the writer’s expectation that Brahma should be worshipped in the first 
place.   
 The notion of a Hindu triad marched on in a confident goose-step through the minds of 
Europeans, even with the realization that Brahma’s worship was in a woeful state. In part, 
reliance on textual sources maintained a kind of status quo when it came to the trimūrti. But the 
study of religion did see significant changes in the latter half of the nineteenth century. At that 
time, what was basically the intellectual-but-not-quite-professional institution of comparative 
religion started to operate under the auspices of the university system. Scholars like Friedrich 
Max Müller (1823-1900)—a philologist and Sanskritist—and C.P. Tiele (1830-1902)—a 
theologian—introduced the “Science of Religion,” which in many ways presented new language 
for what was already a substantial intellectual project. As this new “science” began to emerge, 
scholars throughout the academy were thinking increasingly about the concept of evolution. 
                                                 
18 Crooke does mention Pushkar in greater detail when discussing sacred lakes, though it is difficult to know 
whether he actually traveled there.   
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More specifically, intellectuals outside the hard sciences found in evolution a new model for 
understanding historical and social development. In fact, it was Herbert Spencer, a polymath 
with varied interests in biology, philosophy, and anthropology—as well as the person who 
coined the term “survival of the fittest”—who first popularized the use of evolution as an 
analytical paradigm for the study of religion (Sharpe 1975: 32). For a short while, then, 
comparative religion became a study in evolution.  
 While there are no doubt many works that take an evolutionary angle on the study of 
comparative religion, here I will briefly attend to one in particular: Levi Paine’s The Ethnic 
Trinities, and Their Relations to the Christian Trinity (1901).19 Paine introduces his evolutionary 
ideas from the outset:  
This book proposes a comparative study of the Ethnic and Christian trinities. Recent 
investigations in the history of religions have given a new aspect to this subject, and have 
entirely changed the view to be taken of the historical relation of Christian ideas of God 
and those of other religions, and especially of the trinitarian doctrine of God as existing in 
a trinity of persons or of personal forms... In the first place, scientific and historical 
studies have developed new conceptions of the unity that underlies phenomena and 
events, of the universality of law, and of the evolution of all things along the lines of 
natural and moral causes. This principle of evolution first became evident in the process 
of the physical world, and has been adopted as a cardinal axiom of science; but it has 
been proved to be equally a fundamental force in all historical events (1901: 3).  
 
Although substantially different from the older examples of genealogical comparison, Paine 
nevertheless maintains a similar sense of unity; it is no longer the unity of humankind before the 
Tower of Babel, but rather a unity of law, an evolution which helps to categorize each religion 
and its relation to others. As such, trinitarianism forms a kind of evolutionary “half-way house” 
in the development of most religions, starting with primal polytheism and ending with 
sophisticated monotheism—to which only a few religions have progressed (1901: 9). Hindu 
trinitarianism has a similar, if exceptionally complex, evolution too:  
                                                 
19 I am indebted to Clooney (2011) for finding out about Levi Paine.  
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The Hindu trimurti grew out of the Brahmanic pantheism, which was itself based on 
Vedic polytheism with its triads... The Maha-bharata, one of the two great Indian epics, 
gives us the intermediate stage between Brahmanism and the more completely developed 
Hindooism of later times. In this epic the pantheistic character of the trinity is clearly 
visible. There is one absolute form of deity, namely, Brahma or Brahm, but he appears in 
three personal manifestations, Vishnu, Civa, Brahma, “one form, three gods”... But this 
strongly pantheistic reaction was followed by an evolution towards a more systematized 
trinitarianism, in which the distinctly personal character of the members of the trinity is 
emphasized. The earlier epical definition of deity as “one form, three gods” is inverted 
into “three gods, one form.” Such is the fully developed Hindoo trimurti (1901: 43-44).  
 
Ultimately, “Hindu trinitarianism becomes sectarian”: for Vaishnavas, Vishnu becomes the 
absolute god, and the other two represent his forms; for Shaivas, Shiva is the absolute god, and 
again, the other two are his forms (1901: 46). Brahma, whom Paine describes as originally “first 
in rank and authority,” eventually “falls to the third place” (1901: 46).  
Quite unlike William Jones, who found Christianity explicitly incomparable to any other 
tradition, Paine sees all religions subject to comparative methods: “comparative religion...gives 
conclusive proof of the fact that all religions of mankind have been the result of a slow and wide 
development under a law of evolution that is universal in its range. To this law, Christianity, as a 
system of religious beliefs and dogmas, forms no exception” (1901: 5). And in fact, Paine did not 
think highly of the Christian trinity; he is quite clear when he says “dogmas such as those of the 
trinity or the metaphysical deity of Christ and kindred ones are not of the essence of the gospel; 
for they are matters of the head, and in their very nature create division, while the gospel of 
Christ is an experience of the heart and engenders brotherhood and unity and charity” (1901: 
287). Here, Paine illustrates the most important development in the new discipline of 
comparative religion—namely, in the words of Müller a few decades before, “science wants no 
partisans” (1899 [1870]: 28).   
 While it would be an exaggeration to say that the field of religious studies today follows 
the example of Levi Paine, it is the case that scholars of his generation provided a template for 
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what twentieth-century comparativism could look like. In the case of trinitarian connections, 
what began as a curiosity on the frontier—just a point of recognition—developed into formalized 
missionary and Orientalist critique, and finally was sanitized and received under the auspices of 
a new science. After so much advancement in the study of Indian religions—and despite the 
knowledge of Brahma’s peripheral status—fascination with a Hindu trinity remained. And even 
though contemporary scholars of Hindu religion tend to downplay the primacy of the trimūrti, 
mainstream American discourse has welcomed the Hindu trinity in loving arms. Take, for 
example, this passage on “Hinduism” from the Glencoe textbook World History, read by high 
school students throughout the United States: “There are hundreds of deities in the Hindu 
religion, including three chief ones: Brahma the Creator, Vishnu the Preserver, and Siva (SIH-
vuh) the Destroyer” (Spielvogel 2005: 77). Or look to The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Hinduism, 
which says this about the trimūrti: “Christianity has its Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Hinduism 
also has a triune God, called trimurti. These forms are Brahma the Creator, Vishnu the Preserver, 
and Shiva the Liberator” (Johnsen 2009: 153). As mentioned in the chapter’s introduction, this is 
not to suggest that European interest in a Hindu trinity comes out of nowhere; importantly, 
Hindu texts make plenty of references to the trimūrti. What I am claiming, however, and what 
the examples above help to make clear, is that the idea of a Hindu triad has a particular staying 
power because of the fact that it works so well in comparison.  
 Donald Lopez helps to explain the challenges we face when thinking about Hinduism 
through the prism of nineteenth-century comparativism, where each religion “should have (if at 
all possible) a founder, an organized hierarchy of priests, a canon of sacred texts, and a set of 
defining ‘beliefs.’ Hinduism fits within such a rubric only as the result of a certain violence” 
(2000: 834). This one-to-one model exerted considerable influence on the modern study of 
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religion, with the triumph of the textual playing no small part. By this, I mean that even with the 
ethnographic awareness that Brahma had a meager following, the trimūrti fit so nicely into a 
particular rubric, supported by sacred texts and aligning so nicely with a central aspect of 
Christian belief. In the end, the basis of comparison dictates what can be said about other 
religions, and even in Paine’s case, that starting point is Christianity. So when you start with 




The lotus fell, and the lakes were made. Then Brahma decided to consecrate his new 
abode with a sacrifice, and invited the gods to come along. Knowing that the sacrifice would 
require two things beyond all else—auspicious timing, and the company of his wife Savitri—
Brahma sent his son, Narad, to hurry and fetch her. A life-long trickster and a deity unsure of his 
footing in the divine hierarchy, Narad saw in this task an opportunity to make a name for 
himself; “mother,” he said, “the Lord Brahma requires your presence at his sacrifice—but by all 
means, take your time.” She did just so, applying her makeup and adornments with no rush at 
all. Meanwhile, back in Pushkar, Brahma started to worry. The auspicious time was passing, 
and Savitri was missing.  
Needing a better half in order to initiate the ritual, Brahma demanded that a woman be 
found who was worthy of being his wife, but more importantly who was immediately available. 
Indra quickly found a milk maiden. He turned her into grass and fed the grass to a cow, who 
then digested it and excreted it. Indra transformed the dung—now purified by passing through a 
cow—back into a milk maiden, who was now rendered appropriately worthy of being Brahma’s 
wife. Her name was Gayatri. There was a shotgun wedding, and the sacrifice began. But in the 
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middle of the ritual, Savitri arrived; upon seeing Brahma with his new wife, she fell into a curse-
giving rage. The cow, who was part of Gayatri’s transformation, would now always have a filthy 
mouth despite producing pure excrement; the fire, who stood witness over the sacrifice, would 
always be stepped upon in order to be extinguished; the brahmans, who helped to conduct the 
ritual, they and their kind would always be begging and never satisfied; and finally, Brahma, 
who too easily swapped his wife for another, would be worshipped only in Pushkar, and 
householders would never do pūjā before his image. Savatri fled the lake, leaving Brahma 
forever and establishing herself on a hill at the outskirts of town.20 
Touring in the Contact Zone 
A person would find it difficult to come to Pushkar and not hear the story above. 
Shopkeepers, restaurant owners, hotel staff: they all know it, and most show a certain relish in 
the telling. But none can compete with the tour guides. These are young men—often but not 
always brahman men—who have made a living out of narrating this story to the thousands of 
tourists who reach Pushkar each year. From the story, and indeed more generally, they work to 
cultivate and reproduce a sense of the town’s absolute singularity. Such singularity emerges 
perhaps most explicitly because of Brahma, namely, that Pushkar stands as his only house of 
worship. It was his first abode—according to locals, his first creation in all of the universe—and 
through a series of unexpected consequences with his wife, ended up his only abode. More 
implicitly, the sense of singularity is mobilized around the fact that people from all over the 
world gather there, coming together to a place purported to be the center of it all—what Mircea 
Eliade would have called the axis mundi, the “world axis” (1957), or what one local called “the 
                                                 
20 This story is a composite of the one published in the Pushkar Mahātmya, and told by different people throughout 
town. Depending on the person, the story can last from 2-10 minutes, with painstaking detail or in brief summary. 
This rendering is a fairly brief one, but includes all of the details essential to the storyline.   
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true center of Greenwich Mean Time.” But tourists do not necessarily recognize the town to be 
this cosmic center. Indeed, outsiders possess hardly any knowledge about Pushkar at all, and thus 
the guide’s implicit task is to aid tourists in understanding—ex post facto—why they came in the 
first place.  
To that end, these young men become not only storytellers, but also religious 
comparativists and cultural translators. I have spoken on comparison quite extensively—and will 
continue to do so in the coming pages—but here, I will address the separate, but undoubtedly 
related issue of “cultural translation.” It is a notion that has held sway in anthropological circles 
since the 1950s, establishing the ethnographic task as two fold: first, read culture like a text; 
second, translate it for the audience back home (Asad 1986, 141). The concept was in vogue for 
some time, not only because of the increasingly popular idea—perhaps most famously stated by 
Geertz (1973)—that culture was to be read like a text, but also due to the pervasive literary turn 
throughout the social sciences (Marcus and Cushman 1982; Clifford and Marcus 1986).  
But it had its detractors too. Talal Asad, for example, questioned the givenness of cultural 
translation through a critical reading of Ernest Gellner’s “Concepts and Society” (Asad 1986). 
There are two points, I think, that stand at the center of Asad’s argument. First, he shows that 
within translation lies the implicit task of “sense making”—of “arranging foreign cultural 
concepts in clearly marked heaps of ‘sense’ or ‘nonsense’”—which renders the anthropologist 
both translator of culture and critic of what makes “sense” (Asad 1986: 164). This is a position 
Asad finds problematic. Second, he refers to the “inequality of languages,” a global scenario in 
which Western languages exert influence over non-Western ones. Thus, the concept of 
translation—of one language being essentially equivalent to another—conceals the play of power 
that lies beneath this seemingly harmless process (Asad 1986: 164). As with much of Asad’s 
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work, the upshot is not power paralysis, but heightened awareness as to how we engage with a 
world in which concepts bear weight. 
 With regard to Pushkar, I depart from Asad’s work insofar as I have relocated the task of 
cultural translation away from the anthropologist and onto the tour guide. That is to say, I aim to 
salvage the idea of cultural translation—or to liberate it from its problematic position in the 
academy—by thinking of it as a part of what tour guides do. Far from the total dissolution of 
power, this conceptual relocation merely helps to reveal power dynamics more complicated than 
the unidirectional processes for which we often find ourselves culpable. Here, tour guides 
translate Indian culture and Hindu religion for a foreign audience, determining the nature and 
content of what can be disseminated, though always in conversation with broader discourses 
introduced by globalization and encounter. They establish the discursive terrain of cultural 
translation, but that terrain is both circumscribed by the English language,21 and predicated upon 
a delicate negotiation of cross-cultural relatability. In short, theirs is a world shot through with 
difference, and the task of the cultural translator remains a difficult one. A note of caution: 
guides no doubt concern themselves with facets of life unrelated to notions of “translation” or 
“comparison.” I am wary of representing them as cultural translators above all else—far more 
importantly, they can be priests, guides, shopkeepers, friends, family members, and neighbors. 
As is the case for people everywhere, identities are layered, changing, and context-sensitive. 
Thus, I want to address processes of translation and comparison in Pushkar, but not at the 
expense of everyday life.  
Pushkar’s tourism industry is, among other things, a modern manifestation of the contact 
zone, by which I mean a place where cultures meet, grapple with difference, and use methods of 
                                                 
21 Of course, here I am referring to touring for international tourists in particular. In this case, if not English, then 
the translation happens in another non-Hindi language, most popularly French, German, Spanish, or Hebrew.  
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translation and comparison toward the larger project of meaning-making.22 And although tourism 
embeds itself in nearly all facets of life—as it does in countless locales across the world—the 
guided tour remains an occasion centrally constitutive of the industry as a whole. Said 
differently, tours are prime locations of contact. But what actually happens on a Pushkar tour? It 
starts more often than not in the vicinity of the Brahma temple, where brahman guides tend to 
convene with chai and friendly banter, and where tourists of every stripe look lost. With a 
properly attuned eye, you can spot a bevy of guides from far away: twentysomethings with well-
oiled hair, crisp button-downs in rich colors—sometimes with an extra iridescence—tucked into 
trendy and tight jeans, large belt, flashy sneakers or black leather loafers with pointed tips, and 
for a lucky few, motorcycle keys jingling in hand.  
Financial opportunities arise depending on whether the guide has the ability and desire to 
offer his services. More often than not, this comes down to language. Those without skills in 
English or another European language will rarely approach foreigners.23 And even when one’s 
language skills are sufficient, courage is needed too. As in any profession that approximates the 
door-to-door sales model, successful guides must possess a tenacity coupled with grace in defeat. 
During the course of my research I met a number of guides who were extremely cheery about 
their occupation, especially since constantly meeting passersby resulted in unexpected and 
exciting friendships. Those either less tolerant of dismissal or less willing to talk to strangers 
                                                 
22 The tourism industry is, of course, many other things too. When considering domestic tourism in particular, the 
notion of a contact zone is applied far less successfully.  
 
23 South Indian tourists can provide obstacles too, as knowledge of Dravidian languages among guides is far weaker 
than that of English. Still, this particular lack is rarely seen as having the same impact as not knowing English. In 
fact, the southern states are far enough away that the type of people who come from, say, Tamil Nadu tend to be 
fairly well-off and fairly educated, often to the extent that they can speak either Hindi or English, or both; in the 
event that there are poorer pilgrims without knowledge of a non-Dravidian language, tour guides are less concerned 
about losing business because of the fact that such clients lack the kind of capital that foreigners have. Missing out 
on this type of financial opportunity is simply not worth the effort of learning another language.  
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found themselves with abundant time in need of passing. Another option would be to quit and 
get another job, but in Pushkar’s economy, alternatives are short in supply. 
In addition to these “time pass” guides, there are others fortunate enough to have 
connections with the tourism industry outside of Pushkar. In many cases, this simply means that 
a taxi driver knows a particular guide, and will call him when arriving with a group of tourists. 
Such arrangements may be based on friendship, but are far from magnanimous; if a guide fails to 
pay a near-extortionary commission, his phone will stop ringing. For a select few, connections to 
the outside industry entail becoming the “local guide” when a busload of tourists arrives. 
Packaged tour groups have a permanent guide, who likely meets them in the Delhi airport and 
manages all of their travel. When arriving in a place like Pushkar, the permanent guide will 
sometimes dole out responsibilities to a local person with greater knowledge and access. 
Although only a small node in the vast network of India-wide tourism, these local guides come 
to represent the highest echelon of success within the confines of Brahma’s abode.  
Regardless of status, tours tend to begin at the lake. Even when meeting just outside of 
the Brahma temple, guides often suggest that they visit the lake first. Mohit, a young man who 
started guiding at the age of fifteen, explains that “Brahma’s main thing is the lake. There’s 
nothing going on in the Brahma temple—no donation, prayer, or ceremony inside. For worship, 
all you need is [the lake’s] water” (brahmā kī main chīz sarovar hai. brahmā mandir men kuch 
nahin hotā hai.) For the moment, we will bracket this notion of the Brahma temple’s relative 
unimportance, and focus on the lake. Because the vast majority of local guides are brahman, and 
even more specifically Parashar brahmans, most tours begin on or around Brahm Ghāṭ. Waiting 
at several stalls by the ghāṭ are small, framed pictures of Brahma presiding over his sacrifice 
with his new wife Gayatri; the guides use the picture to narrate the story of Brahma’s creation of 
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Pushkar, and just as importantly, that of Savitri’s curse. The story is roughly the same as the one 
I have presented above, though it can vary in detail or emphasis, and the style of telling is 
entirely dependent on the guide. Some relish the presentation, while others seem distant and 
automated. Either way, there are two important takeaways: first, recalling the moment when 
Brahma dropped a lotus from the heavens in an act of creation—and as explained in chapter 
two—Pushkar is not a temple or a town, but a lake; second, because of the curse on Brahma, 
images of him (i.e., the mūrti in the Brahma temple) are not worshipped by householders. Thus 
the best pūjā in Pushkar—as the argument goes—happens to be right there at the lake.  
This leads inevitably to an invitation for pūjā on the ghāṭs, organized by the guide and 
performed by a priest. Priests are often relatives or caste-brothers of the guides, and rather than 
shiny shirts and tight jeans, they wear a more conservative kurtā-pājāmā. While domestic 
tourists know the implications of the pūjā, foreigners tend not to understand the financial 
requirements involved. This can result in an enormous amount of animosity, a topic featured 
more prominently in the next chapter. The more elite guides pride themselves on their ability to 
be sensitive to tourists’ anxieties, explaining that such a service is entirely voluntary, and 
warning them of the exact amount of money they would have to spend (though the price too 
varies). As explained in chapter one, the content of a pūjā varies in length and content, though 
always involves a benediction of the gods and a subsequent request for good health and good 
luck. Towards the end, the tourist-turned-patron promises to offer money to the priest, and the 
priest in turn offers a red thread bracelet imbued with protective powers.  
In order to combat the strangeness of the pūjā, the more professional guides take a 
moment either before or after the ceremony to ask “what is God?” The tourists, visibly confused 
and perhaps more than a little intrigued, stay silent for a few heartbeats until the guide reveals his 
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rhetorical flourish: “G.O.D.,” he says, “Generator, Operator, Destroyer—that is God.” Through 
some sleight of hand, God becomes identical to Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva, none other than the 
Hindu trimūrti. In this case, comparison seems to draw worlds together. At the same time, the 
acronymic rendering leaves space—or literally spaces, as it were—for difference. Benjamin’s 
“The Task of the Translator” helps: “A real translation is transparent; it does not cover the 
original, does not block its light, but allows the pure language, as though reinforced by its own 
medium, to shine upon the original all the more fully” (1968: 79). As if the periods were not 
punctuation but backlit bullet holes, the acronym G.O.D. radiates a particular light, a suggestion 
of something beneath or between realities, neither entirely Christian God, nor entirely Hindu 
triad. The acronym continuously bridges two worlds—imperfectly intelligible to both rather than 
perfectly intelligible to one—meaning the task of the cultural translator does not necessitate that 
a translation actually reaches its destination.24 
 As with many facets of Hindu religion in Pushkar, the G.O.D. concept has a life 
extending across the subcontinent, and perhaps even beyond that. I first heard it years before my 
fieldwork, during a Hindi lesson from a teacher at the American Institute of Indian Studies in 
Jaipur. He was from Delhi, though, so from where did he get it? At the time, I possessed neither 
the ethnographic nor Hindi chops to ask. It was only in Pushkar that I encountered the concept on 
a near-daily basis. When a collaborator or friend mentioned it, I would ask where he got the idea: 
G.O.D. kā vicār kahān se āyā hai? A few times, a guide would point to another, usually more 
senior guide as being the source of the concept; far more often, though, my question faced an 
impasse. “It’s not an idea,” many said to me, “it’s just true” (vicār nahīn hai, vo to hai). The 
                                                 
24 I once asked a guide if he talked to Hindu tourists and pilgrims about the G.O.D. concept. He explained that he 
did not, because of the fact that they already understood what the trimūrti was. Still, on a few occasions I did hear a 
tour guide talking to Hindu tourists about G.O.D.  
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reasoning here was that truths do not have homes or diving boards or starting lines, but simply 
exist.  
 
Figure 15. Pamphlet of shiv sandesh. 
During a discussion about the God acronym, a tour guide and long-time collaborator by 
the name of Deepak reached into a pocket of his slightly-shiny jeans and pulled out a weathered 
pamphlet titled shiv sandesh (“Shiva’s Message”). It was given to him by one of the sādhus at 
the Brahma temple, and judging by its condition, that sādhu had gotten it many years before. The 
pamphlet was not one common to the stalls of Pushkar. Rather, it was published by the Brahma 
Kumaris, an international and relatively new Hindu movement based out of Mount Abu in the 
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south of Rajasthan.25 Deepak opened it to an early page, and this is what it said: “In English they 
call the Supreme Spirit (paramātmā) GOD. G is for ‘Generator,’ which means the establishment 
of creation by Lord Brahma; O is for ‘Operator,’ which means the preservation of creation by 
Vishnu; D is for ‘Destructor,’ which means the demolition of creation by Shiva” (Figure 15). 
Given their international reach, it is conceivable that the Brahma Kumaris first thought of 
this interesting acronym.26 And yet as explained earlier in the chapter, the impulse toward 
finding connections between different religious traditions is set in motion at the very creation of 
the contact zone. At the moment, G.O.D. thrives not only in Pushkar or on the pages of Brahma 
Kumari ephemera, but in that most modern of contact zones: Facebook. There are at least nine 
profiles on Facebook—whether as a group, community, or non-profit—with a name akin to 
“GOD: Generator, Operator, Destroyer.” Here are two examples: 
 
Figure 16. G.O.D. on Facebook. 
                                                 
25 The Brahma Kumari movement has no explicit affiliation with Pushkar or Brahma the Creator, but rather was 
founded by a man named “Brahma Baba.” For a very brief introduction to this understudied community, see 
Chryssides’ and Wilkins’ A Reader in New Religious Movements (2006), and for richer analysis, see Babb’s 
Redemptive Encounters (1986).  
 
26 Indeed a representative of the Brahma Kumaris in New York told me that the G.O.D. concept was likely not 
invented by their group, but was nevertheless something they talked about for the last thirty or so years.  




Figure 17. G.O.D. on Facebook. 
 
Based on their content, we can somewhat comfortably assume that these G.O.D. pages are either 
operated in South Asia, or by a person of South Asian decent. Considering the fact that less than 
20% of India’s population is on the internet—and availability to technology is on a dramatic 
rise—we can expect many more G.O.D.s on Facebook (“With 243 Million Users” 2013). And 
even though it is probably untrue, I like to think that this clever acronym found its beginnings in 
Pushkar. After all, Pushkar is the only earthly abode of Brahma, and thus the sole place where all 
three gods—Generator, Operator, Destroyer—can be found together. Fitting though it may be, 
locals are quite clear: G.O.D. is not an idea with a birthplace, but a truth as eternal and placeless 
as any other, finding expression at sacred sites, tattered pamphlets, and even Facebook.  
 After a pūjā and the above comparative flourish, the tour continues on. It is a few 
minutes’ walk from the Brahm Ghāṭ area to the Brahma temple, along a slightly inclined road 
lined on both sides with busy stalls selling clothes, religious paraphernalia, shoes, and 
indescribable tchotchkes. Beggar boys follow crowds of foreigners, playing single-stringed 
instruments for a few rupees. A somewhat permanent installment in the area is a man with his 
cow; he wears the orange robes of a sādhu, and proudly displays his cow’s mutated limb, a fifth 
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“leg” that emerges from its shoulder hump. Pilgrims often touch the cow and give the man a 
small donation. To passing foreigners, he often yells “money!”—no translation necessary. As 
might be expected, the guide’s role through the gauntlet is far from informational. He leads and 
hopes to see that everyone follows without disturbance. As a group approaches the marble steps 
of the Brahma temple, the guide leads them into one of several shops that contain lockers for 
storage of shoes, backpacks, and cameras. After dropping off their things, they make the ascent, 
first through a metal detector with a casual pat down and then through the temple’s doors.  
 The temple is not especially magnificent, though the enveloping calm—especially 
compared to the clamor of what is behind and below—truly marks it as a place set apart. 
Believed to have been founded by Adi Shankaracharya in 657 C.E., the temple was then 
destroyed during Aurangzeb’s reign (1658-1707). A wealthy donor from Jaipur funded repairs in 
1719, followed by further patronage for rebuilding by Maharaja Sawai Jai Singh II of Jaipur in 
1727, and then again by Gopal Chand Pareek—a minister of the Scindias—in 1809 (Malik 1990: 
193). As such, the temple of today is largely the same as what Colonel Broughton and James Tod 
saw when they first “discovered” Brahma’s only temple in the early decades of the nineteenth 
century.   
The complex is more than a house for Brahma’s and Gayatri’s mūrtis, even though those 
may be the main attraction. There are niches for Indra, Kubera, Ambika Mata, several Shiva 
lingas, and a large mural of Brahma, Gayatri, and Savatri at the storied sacrifice. The flooring is 
made of black and white checkered marble panels, many of them inscribed in various languages 
with the names of loved ones who have passed; guides are especially excited to show panels 
inscribed in English and with seemingly non-Hindu names. On one tour, a guide by the name of 
Rajesh explained that when we die, “God doesn’t ask for your jāti or religion; he asks about your 
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karma.” Echoing the rhetoric of karma described in chapter two, Rajesh implied that action alone 
determines who we are. As such, anyone can have his or her name on the temple floor.  
Approaching the sanctum sanctorum and Brahma’s image, Rajesh explained that 
regardless of what different people call their temples—whether “temple” or “church”—all 
function like a courthouse: God is the judge, and priests are the lawyers interceding on behalf of 
the client, who is none other than us, the pilgrim or devotee. Like with G.O.D., this idea coheres 
nicely with Pratt’s understanding of “transculturation.” By this I mean that the people of Pushkar 
are unable to stymie the tide of foreigners—or their cultural influences—but they are able to 
exert considerable agency in deciding and reshaping what becomes part of their own self-
representation. Here, transculturation coupled with tourism contributes to a brand of comparative 
religion very much positioned toward the universal. As I heard countless times during my 
fieldwork, all religions are the same, made different only by our “way of looking” (dekhne kā 
tarīkā). Getting back to the temple, the idea of “looking” seems particularly salient as pilgrims 
crowd together before the Creator and his wife, vying for visual real estate—they soak in the 
darshan (“divine sight”) and leave. Foreigners too have a look and exit shortly thereafter.  
 Tours vary in length, though it is consistently the case that the Brahma temple plays 
second fiddle—second sitar?—to the ghāṭs. There are several reasons for this, though perhaps 
most central is the fact that the primary ritual component of any tour transpires at the lake. Mohit 
said it earlier: nothing happens at the temple (kuch nahīn hotā hai). But why? We have to look 
again to Savitri’s curse from the interlude above: “Brahma would be worshipped only in 
Pushkar, and householders would never do pūjā before his image.” Householders cannot do pūjā 
before the creator god’s image, but this does not quite obliterate Brahma worship altogether. 
Instead, the figure of the non-householder—i.e., the renunciate—emerges as a viable substitute. 
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Thus the pujārīs of the Brahma temple are not brahman householders but ascetics in orange 
robes; more specifically, they are a small group27 of sādhus of the Daśnāmī Puri lineage. Malik 
(1990) relates this to the defeat of the Gurjara rulers of Pushkar in 1157 C.E. at the hands of the 
Daśnāmī’s warrior subgroup—the Nāgā Sannyāsīs—resulting in their installment at the Brahma 
temple (193). This means, oddly, that here we have a temple dedicated to Brahma, but the 
founder of which is associated with Shaivism, and the priests of which are devotees to Shiva. I 
asked two of the permanent sādhus about this peculiarity—perhaps even a conflict of interest—
but neither seemed to be concerned.28 As for most of Pushkar’s locals, sectarian differences hold 
little weight. In any event, because of the fact that the temple’s day-to-day management is 
comprised entirely of sādhus, the brahman community—and thus the majority of guides—have 
little interest in it.29  
This is not to say that guides have a bad relationship to the sādhus at the temple. On the 
contrary, whenever I asked a representative of either party, they went to considerable lengths to 
note that the two groups worked well together. One sādhu declared it to be a “relationship of 
love” (prem kā rishtā). Still, sometimes guides would charge certain sādhus with distinctly un-
sādhu-like behavior—such as hoarding money or soliciting prostitutes—and in other instances 
                                                 
27 The number of sādhus residing in the Brahma temple was fairly fluid, but most sādhus told me there were about 
five.  
 
28 The sādhus that I managed to meet and interview were all extremely private people, often to the extent that many 
of my questions were left unanswered. The two who were most responsive to my presence in the temple were 
extremely happy to chat about the weather or any number of mundane topics, but less so when it came to 
philosophical matters. If I were to conjecture why this might be the case, I would say that they were embarrassed 
about the fact that they were not particularly well versed in philosophy and knew very little about their temple. Thus, 
in an interview setting, it seems easier to make little of the fact that Shiva worshippers work in a Brahma temple 
than to explain how they might negotiate and come to understand these peculiarities.  
 
29 The sādhus, for their part, take very little interest in Pushkar—or its happenings—outside of the Brahma temple. 
Even though they reside in one of Pushkar’s biggest attractions, they have little to do with the larger tourism 
industry. These sādhus spoke very little English, and had no real interest in the comparative rhetoric of the priests 
and guides. They did not speak against tourists, but seemed to engage in a world where tourism was largely 
irrelevant.  
 
Thomases                                                                                     
 
153 
the entire category of sādhu faced criticism for being too enticed by the world of taste and smell: 
“there are very few real sādhus,” a friend said on several occasions, “only svādhus” (a person 
who savors material things).30 Such accusations were either extremely specific (that particular 
individual does xyz) or extremely broad (all sādhus do xyz), and rarely focused on the collective 
of Brahma temple sādhus in general. Moreover, what might seem like the most damning charge 
against the managers of the Brahma temple—namely, that the temple is unimportant when 
compared to the lake—seems a largely-accepted fact for the sādhus. One of the more prominent 
sādhus unblinkingly stated that the temple “had no history” (iskā koī itihās nahīn hai). When I 
asked for elaboration, he explained that, yes, the temple was hundreds of years old—and had a 
rightful position as the world’s only Brahma temple—but it was not in itself more significant 
than the lake. He certainly thought that the temple was a special one, as far as temples go, but not 
when compared to the lake, which he understood as the very stuff of creation.31 Thus, even in 
their service to Brahma, the sādhus recognize that what makes Pushkar Pushkar is not a temple.  
 Importantly, the mutual dedication to religious life binds sādhus to guides. This is often 
lost in the ethnographic moment, as guides in their shiny shirts hardly appear to be doing 
devotional work. In some ways this is true. Guides need not be brahman, or Hindu, or religious, 
and money is a factor for everyone. Brahmans too would hold some sense of separation between 
identity and occupation with the common statement, “I am not a guide, I am a brahman who does 
                                                 
30 Svādhu is a play on the noun svād, which means “taste,” “relish,” or “flavor.” Antoinette DeNapoli also notes that 
she would often hear “householders and sadhus refer to greedy sadhus in a derogatory manner as ‘svadhus’” (2014: 
334, note 9).   
 
31 Financially, it no doubt benefits brahmans to maintain the importance of the lake—and a pūjā at the lake—over 
and above the Brahma temple. But there seems to be little at stake for sādhus who agree with this idea. Their 
financial gain is in the steady accumulation of coins and small bills from the droves of pilgrims and tourists who 
enter and receive darśan, and these people come and donate regardless of their ritual duties at the lake. Said 
differently, while nearly every pilgrim will go to the lake, and nearly that same number will go to the temple, not 
everyone will actually pay for a pūjā by the ghāṭs. So fewer pilgrims pay more money for pūjā whereas a greater 
number of pilgrims offer much smaller donations at the temple. Thus, brahmans have to try harder to prove their 
importance, while the sādhus essentially sit and watch the donations come in.  
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guiding work.” And yet, for these same guides—rather, these brahmans who do guiding work—
the task of guiding takes on a weighty significance. As one friend told me, and many echoed in 
similar sentiments, guiding has become the “new form of the priesthood” (pūjārī kā nayā rūp). It 
is the younger generation’s alternative to a life of pūjā on the ghāṭs.32 And even though not every 
guide is a brahman, for the vast majority who are, this modern occupation remains imbued with 
priestly authority. In guiding, these young men not only uphold their expertise and right to 
represent Pushkar, but just as importantly, they maintain their prerogative to make money from 
the town’s religious significance. A tour becomes, in some small way, an extension of what 
happens at the lake; it is not merely a secular romp through the town, but a mini-pilgrimage in 
itself with the explicit intent of communicating to visitors what religious features make Pushkar 
so special. With comparison, translation, and narrative, locals accommodate the vast diversity of 
people coming to the town every day. With touring, they pay homage to Pushkar’s shifting 
markets, where the great karma exchange that makes up the “traditional” Hindu service is now 
supplemented with the exchange and flow of information. Importantly, such an exchange 
remains framed in religious language, imagery, and spaces, and therefore continues to qualify as 
the everyday practice of Hindu life.  
Conclusion: Provincializing Comparison 
In Provincializing Europe (2000), Dipesh Chakrabarty aims to unpack and reevaluate 
some of the more basic assumptions that structure European thought. He finds concepts like “the 
state,” “civil society,” and “democracy”—among others—to be both “inadequate and 
                                                 
32 I do not claim that tour guides are replacing the traditional and well-established occupation of the paṇḍā. There 
will always be a need for pilgrimage priests in tīrths like Pushkar, but increasingly there is also a need for tour 
guides. I address this—and the generational aspect—at greater length in the dissertation’s conclusion. On the 
traditional role of paṇḍās in pilgrimage sites, see Hawley (1981), Parry (1994), and Lochtefeld (2010).   
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indispensible” when trying to represent Indian ways of being, and especially from the position of 
the Western academy (2000:16). The task of provincializing Europe, then, is one that seeks to 
explore the ways in which certain conceptual and interpretive categories might be “renewed from 
and for the margins” (16). With this in mind, I wonder what it might look like if we in the study 
of religion thought about the project of provincializing comparison. By this I mean a project that 
seeks alternative avenues for considering comparative religion in South Asia, and more 
specifically, a reorientation where comparison not only functions as something that scholars do, 
but also acts as an integral aspect of the formation of religious identities, both past and present. 
Ultimately, this would not seek to dismantle comparative religion “as we know it”—which in 
many ways is indispensible to religious studies as a discrete, self-standing discipline—but rather 
to broaden the “we” in the knowing.  
 As with so many of the comparisons we have seen over the past several pages, this 
chapter is predicated upon the idea that two distinct worlds can retain some sense of difference 
while also being held together in order to illuminate similarities. In dividing the chapter into two 
parts—one historical, the other ethnographic—I have sought to map out the contours of religious 
comparison in vastly different contexts. Of course, comparison is not untainted by power 
dynamics. For example, brahmans in Pushkar aim to extend their hereditary right of the 
priesthood to the domain of guiding work, thus implicitly making claim to the capital made 
available within the tourism economy. Similarly, European authors wrote from a position of 
authority, their observations giving expression to perceptions and prejudices that undoubtedly 
had political implications across colony and metropole.  
But the contact zone is also a location of relatability, of striving to understand how 
different religious traditions fit into the complex jigsaw puzzle that is human belonging. In the 
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historical case study of the trinity-trimūrti connection, we see a “point of recognition” turn into 
much more: Europeans deploy it as an explanation of human origins, and as evidence of 
Christianity’s reach; it becomes an object of critique and ridicule, a way to justify the missionary 
project or prove Christianity’s incomparability; later, it falls under the microscope of “Science” 
and turns into something akin to a genomic trait, one which evolves in each religion. As 
Chidester has shown—and as I have tried to show—comparison possesses a history thoroughly 
entangled in the sometimes-troubled story of encounter. And while it is no doubt important to 
register the complicity that scholars in the study of religion share with colonialism and other 
regimes of power when we too engage in this thing called “comparative religion,” it seems just 
as important to recognize that these very early comparers were in fact people—often religious 
people—who utilized the method of comparison in order to make sense of themselves the world 
around them.  
The example of Pushkar and its tour guides is fairly different. Here, we see cultural 
translation brought to a new environment, revealing a brand of comparative religion with 
intentions and proclivities far different from those of the academic status quo. These 
comparativists come not from the Western intellectual tradition—either as Orientalists or 
contemporary scholars—but from Pushkar’s tourism industry. Most salient here, in this 
comparison of comparisons, is the concept of G.O.D.—or, as I heard many times, “Generator, 
Operator, Destroyer, that is God.” In truth, when I asked tourists about their impressions of the 
G.O.D. concept, responses ranged from “oh, I didn’t get that” to “yeah, that was interesting.” 
There were no mind-blowing experiences of transcendence, or satori moments where difference 
collapses on itself. But the fact that it often failed to register does not empty it of value, or 
contradict a real effort to translate across cultures.  
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So what does G.O.D. really mean? Is it a trimūrti for the globalized world? Perhaps. We 
might call it something like an “acronym in revelation,” an already meaningful word containing 
a second meaning long held secret. This acronymic aspect marks it off from the earlier trinity-
trimūrti comparisons, but the same impulse to sew together religious worlds is still there; 
Europeans wonder how the triad of Hindu gods seems similar to—and maybe comes from—the 
Christian trinity, while Hindu guides pose a question as to whether God is really the trimūrti. 
Moreover, Pushkar’s brand of comparison is definitively tied to Hindu identity. Not only are 
tours couched within the practice of the priesthood, but the idea of G.O.D. makes an explicitly 
Hindu statement: “that thing you call God, well it’s also the trimūrti.”33 As with the examples 
from the historical record, the basis of comparison dictates what follows, and here, we have a 
comparison that emerges from a Hindu worldview. This chapter makes only preliminary steps 
toward exploring what a Hindu comparative project might look like, but I like to have initiated 
the possibility of refocusing comparison in an ever-widening frame.  
 
 
                                                 
33 We might also read this statement as implying that “God is exclusively the trimūrti.” Such an exclusivist 
interpretation is possible, though of all the people with whom I spoke, no one made this kind of assertion. Of course, 
this is not to say that tour guides’ comparative efforts were always unbiased. No guide was ever so explicit to say 
“of all religions, Hindu religion is the best,” but it is certainly true that Hindus in Pushkar have an incredible pride in 
their religion. Usually, this kind of pride was not necessarily exclusionary, but as mentioned earlier, was often 
predicated upon the belief that Hindu religion was the most peaceful and most tolerant.  










Figure 18. Schoolboy as Brahma in the melā’s “Spiritual Walk.” 
  In the years following Brahma’s consecration of the lake, people began visiting Pushkar. 
Devoted to Brahma and eager to win his blessings, they bathed in the lake’s sacred waters. 
Along with the dust and sweat from the journey, their sins were washed away. And after death 
they reached heaven. But there was a problem. Heaven was getting filled too fast, and its new 
inhabitants were not particularly deserving. Anyone could spend a life in utter mediocrity—
offering no oblations, performing no sacrifices, and accruing no good karma—but with a simple 
bath in Pushkar-rāj would acquire paradise. Knowing the easy way and seeing no benefit to the 
hard way, people stopped fulfilling their ritual duties. Understandably, the gods became worried 
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and went to Brahma for aid: “Oh Brahma-ji, because of the holy dip in Pushkar, there’s no 
room in heaven. The people here are no good. They have lived sinfully and yet now think 
themselves equal to us. Not only that, but those still living have begun to ignore us. They perform 
no sacrifices, offer no recognition. You need to do something.” Stroking his four beards on his 
four faces, Brahma answered: “Yes, this is problem. Here’s what I’ll do: from now on, the lake 
in Pushkar will have its celestial power limited. It will only have its absolute power for five days 
in the month of kārtik, when the waxing moon becomes full. For those five days, all of the gods 
with gather in Pushkar and give the people their blessings. The final full moon day marks the 
anniversary of my consecration there, so it will be that day in particular when my devotees can 
access the heavenly abode. For the rest of the year the celestial power of Pushkar-rāj will 
remain above, in the firmament.” The gods were pleased, and left Brahma to his contemplation.  
~ 
 Mythic eons later, people still come to Pushkar. And due to Brahma’s decree, the vast 
majority of pilgrims come during those five days of kārtik (October-November), from the 
eleventh day of the bright fortnight until the full moon. For these days, the town is said to 
become heaven on Earth—a time marked for washing away one’s sins and for getting closer to 
the divine.1 This is the melā (fair), undisputedly the main event of Pushkar’s life as a place for 
pilgrimage. But a week before the rituals and the moonlit bath, there are the camels. These even-
toed ungulates are bought and sold in the thousands, ridden in contests, raced for tourists, and 
adorned with bells and pompoms of every known variety. Here, the town most feels like a tourist 
destination: normally empty hotels fill up, visitors view and participate in dozens of events at a 
                                                 
1 This is slightly confusing, I know, because many locals consider Pushkar to be heaven for the rest of the year too. 
But at this time, the heavenly realm is thought to descend quite literally onto the earthly plane; Pushkar becomes a 
doorway to the divine, and pilgrims have access to a power otherwise closed off from human experience.  
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massive and sandy stadium called the Mela Ground, hawkers possess a special glint in their eyes, 
and photographers pop out and kneel at every corner to get their angle just right. This counts as 
the melā too, though it is decidedly targeted at a different audience, and is thus more commonly 
called—in English, no less—the Pushkar Camel Fair.   
This chapter explores the camel fair while taking inspiration from a kaleidoscope. First, 
like any kaleidoscope, we have to start with the broken bits—the pebbles and fragments of glass; 
in the right light such things may show a perfect geometry, but really are made of less impressive 
pieces. That is, before we can explore the fair, we need to see tourism in its less than ideal form, 
as it exists rather than as it should be. I address this from both sides, looking to both locals’ 
problems with tourists, and tourists’ problems with locals. We know something of the heavenly 
abode that locals have labored to create, but now we must attend to whether their ideals align 
with those of the tourist community. In other words, is Pushkar paradise for everyone? A 
clarifying note: this first section discusses tourism broadly, which includes, but is not limited to 
the melā. The fair undoubtedly gathers the largest crowds, but tourism persists throughout the 
year, and thus also demands our attention. Turning the kaleidoscope, a rainbow of images comes 
into view; here I explore the camel fair’s discourse of color. We are told repeatedly and in 
different ways that the camel fair is a festival—a veritable feast—of color. But why is color the 
main event? What is its value? In answering these questions, I focus on two particular discourses 
of color, one from tourist pamphlets and English-language newspapers emphasizing the exotic, 
the other from local perspectives on international diversity and religious sharing. My goal, then, 
is to explore what an economy of color might look like. Finally, alongside the language of color 
we encounter the centrality of photography. Capturing that perfect image—again, not unlike the 
shifting focus of a kaleidoscope—plays a significant role in the life of the camel fair. By way of 
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conclusion, I assume the role of photographer of photographers, trying to capture my own image 
of cultural encounter.  
Problems with Tourists 
 Pushkar has hosted visitors from outside of South Asia for many years, with a continuous 
but stuttered presence since the beginning of the nineteenth century; these were primarily 
colonial officials, missionaries, and traveling Orientalists. Tourism as we now know it is a more 
modern phenomenon, beginning in the early 1970s with an influx of young, backpacking and 
hippie types. Staying in Pushkar would have been a very different beast back then because the 
town had only caste-based rest houses meant for pilgrims (dharmshālās), and possessed none of 
the creature comforts now associated with tourism—like, for example, banana pancakes, bottled 
water, and toilet paper. Unsurprisingly, agents of development quickly stepped in. As witnesses 
to the new trend of wandering hippies in the main bazaar, a few of the more entrepreneurial 
brahmans opened their homes to outsiders; this provided the early model for the hundreds of 
“guesthouses” that now line Pushkar’s streets and alleys.2 Additionally, the Rajasthan state 
government played a part in the town’s growth: the Rajasthan Tourism Development 
Corporation (RTDC) established one of Pushkar’s first hotels, a  “modern seventies-style 
building tacked onto an old palace,” and named it the Sarovar Tourist Bungalow (Mishra 1995: 
71). In 1977, the RTDC expanded its work by setting up a seasonal tented tourist village, used 
especially during the camel fair (Joseph 1994: 242). With continued development in 
infrastructure and publicity, and with help from both the local community and the state 
                                                 
2 The proliferation of hotels and guesthouses did not, however, lead to the disappearance of caste-based 
dharmshālās. Rather, these rest houses continue to exist today, and are used by pilgrims of various castes: there is a 
Kumawat Bhavan for members of the Kumawat caste, a Jāngiṛ Dharmshālā for the Jangir caste, a guesthouse for 
Jats, one for Ghanchis, etc. But wealthier pilgrims, as well as those whose castes do not have a corresponding 
dharmshālā, stay in other, caste-neutral hotels or guesthouses.  
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government, the tourism industry steadily became an entity unto itself—something that quite 
fundamentally transformed the lives of Pushkar’s inhabitants.  
Within a short time, and perhaps as might be expected, problems between local and 
tourist communities began to surface. In 1979, Janardan Sharma penned a critique of the town’s 
tourism scene in the Hindi magazine Dharmyug.  Entitled “Devanagarī Pushkar men Hippī” 
(“Hippies in Pushkar, a Town of the Gods”), the article starts with references to the textual 
authority and sanctity afforded to the town—from James Tod to the Padma Purāṇa—and then 
discusses the hippy presence: “You can see these whimsical tourists everywhere, in Pushkar’s 
alleys, bazaars, houses, ghāṭs, hotels, fields, and cremation grounds; they relax and sing, swim in 
the lake, smoke marijuana and hash, make noises, laugh, and are a nuisance—all of this they do 
naked or half-naked” (Sharma 1979: 28). In particular, Sharma laments the proliferation of hotels 
and drug use, both of which stand to threaten the “mental peace” that the town holds so dear. He 
concludes the article by wondering “how much more will the change brought on by Western 
culture damage the town’s spiritual nature” (28). In some ways, Sharma’s elegy really does ring 
true; Pushkar has undoubtedly changed. The town’s tourism economy is omnipresent, and 
joining the small contingent of frolicking hippies are now thousands of other visitors from a 
hugely diverse background. Of course, whether such change serves or deprives the community—
or its “spiritual nature”—is a matter of opinion.3 But by bringing up hotels and drugs in 
particular, Sharma highlights the two topics that continue to elicit an enduring animosity.  
                                                 
3 As seen in chapter one, I critique the academic discourse of tourism’s negative impact on places of religious 
significance. There, I argue that the language of impact is predicated upon a model of unidirectional influence, 
closing itself off to the possibility that tourism and religion can shape each other, and not always in damaging ways. 
In dealing with Sharma’s article mentioned above, I offer a softer analysis of his critique, specifically because 
Sharma is himself speaking from the position of an insider. The fact that he sees the impact of tourism as damaging 
is something that requires attention, in that his is a Pushkar resident’s discourse about the changes in Pushkar 
brought on by tourism.  
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The sun began to rise as I climbed the dusty and uneven steps to Pushkar’s Pap Mochni 
Temple. This temple on a hill is a twenty minute hike from the old bus stand, visited by pilgrims 
for the goddess’ power to erase the karmic damage from sinning, and by tourists for the striking 
view of the town below. I went with Hemant, the owner of the hotel where I was living, for the 
purpose of neither devotion nor tourism, but because we both were desperately in need of 
exercise; by combining each other’s vacillating degree of motivation, we made it our morning 
ritual. Resting on top with the cool breeze drying my sweat and the sun still only a suggestion of 
its mid-day intensity, I mentioned the hundreds of temple spires poking through the landscape 
below. Hemant’s answer, somewhat bitter, was this: “pushkar me kam mandir hain, hotels 
jyādā” (in Pushkar there are few temples, more hotels). Straight from the hotel owner’s mouth, 
such a statement might elicit a certain cynicism; there are too many hotels, says the guy who runs 
one. I construe some of his bitterness as coming from the frustrations of constant competition, 
with new and nicer hotels constantly popping up. Still, the statement requires further 
consideration. Hemant is indeed a hotel owner, but he is also a Hindu, a brahman, and a Pushkar 
local. We know that identities can slide and elide depending on the context (Gottschalk 2000), 
and thus in this instance, perhaps Hemant was as much a hotel owner as these other things. As 
such, his comment points to the very same sentiment that Sharma evoked in his article many 
years before—hotels crowding in on Pushkar’s sacred landscape.   
In 1982, Pushkar found itself in the crosshairs of two volunteers affiliated with the 
Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP), a Hindu nationalist organization with the stated goal of 
“protecting” Hindu religion. This husband and wife team—who were not themselves locals 
(Gladstone 2005: 192)—founded the Pushkar Bachao Samiti (Save Pushkar Committee), and 
gathered the support of the community against foreigners and tourism (Joseph 2007: 213). One 
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of their most popular slogans, painted on white-washed walls throughout the town, was “hotel 
haṭāo, pushkar bachāo” (“remove hotels, save Pushkar”) (Joseph 2001: 1005). Conducting her 
fieldwork in Pushkar during the late 80s, Christina Ann Joseph offers this synopsis of the 
Pushkar Bachao Samiti:  
Their main agenda is to remove hotels on the ghats as they infringe upon the lake and 
deprive pilgrims of a place to bathe. They have staged rallies and processions, held town 
meetings in the middle of the main street and organized protests on a regular basis to 
build up grass roots support. At one meeting in 1988 they presented an agenda for the 
preservation of the lake. They demanded that the government promptly shut down the 
hotels located on the ghats, prevent the pollution of the lake by town sewage and 
undertake its immediate desilting. The speakers contended that the purity of the lake had 
been besmirched by sewage and all kinds of garbage including cigarettes, beetleleaf, 
spittle and condoms. They also demanded the rigorous enforcement of the ban on liquor, 
meat and drugs and called upon the pandas [priests] to be ready to sacrifice themselves 
for Pushkar’s sanctity if necessary (1994: 227-228).  
 
It seems clear, from the final statement especially, that the Pushkar Bachao Samiti worked upon 
an explicit appeal to self-sacrifice, a call to arms for staunching the tide of tourism and change. 
The committee articulated an explicit dichotomy between various agents of profanation on the 
one side—whether hotel owners or tourists, meat eaters or drug users—and Pushkar’s priests on 
the other. Brahmans were the defenders of sanctity, and the Samiti needed their support in order 
to effect any change.  
The combined interests of the Samiti and priests aligned particularly nicely in protests 
against the Pushkar Hotel, a large and successful hotel situated on the ghāṭs and owned by a non-
local Rajput.4 The Pushkar Bachao Samiti made wild claims about the place; most damningly, 
they alleged that a Hindu temple was destroyed in order to build it.5 They also claimed that 
                                                 
4 In terms of the fourfold caste system (varṇa), Rajputs are kshatriya, popularly thought of as the “warrior caste.” In 
Rajasthan, Rajputs are often considered a dominant community, insofar as they are upper caste and represent a large 
number of land-holding families. They are, however, not brahman; thus, in a place like Pushkar—where brahmans 
exert a powerful influence—their presence can elicit too competitive a spirit.  
 
5 Unfortunately, this is not an uncommon trope, as with P.N. Oak’s Taj Mahal – The True Story: The Tale of a 
Temple Vandalized (1989), where he argues that the Taj Mahal was built on a Shiva temple. In the case of Ayodhya, 
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foreigners staying in the hotel behaved badly at the lake, doing things like fishing, taking 
photographs of bathing pilgrims, throwing condoms into the water, and urinating at its shore 
(Joseph 1994: 281-282). The manager of the Pushkar Hotel disputed these claims in such a 
manner as to highlight the stakes of the whole debate: 
The PBS is full of dishonest pandas. They are nothing but talk. The liquor shop has a sale 
of Rs. 500 every day. And who buys the liquor? Not the foreigners, they are too scared. 
And certainly not us because we know that this is a sacred place and public scrutiny is 
always on outsiders. The lower castes are too poor and can only afford country liquor. 
That leaves only the Brahmans. They are the biggest hypocrites, they eat bhang 
[marijuana] in the afternoon and at night they drink... We also purified the place when we 
built it. The tourists do not do anything that is impure. They are here for peace and rest. 
All this noise over our hotel is nothing but a political stunt (Joseph 1994: 282). 
 
The conflict was inflected by biases of both insider/outsider status and caste hierarchy. In 
gathering the support of local brahmans against an institution owned by and catering to outsiders, 
the Pushkar Bachao Samiti made a fervent case for the protection of Pushkar’s old ways. At first, 
locals supported the Samiti with substantial numbers, participating in rallies and giving attention 
to causes like that of the Pushkar Hotel. But years passed and little was accomplished. Many 
became skeptical of the Samiti’s professed goals of restoring Pushkar’s sanctity, seeing instead a 
group trying to garner support “for political organizations that were themselves ‘foreign’ to 
Pushkar” (Gladstone 2005: 192). Popularity declined steadily from the early 90s, and by 1999 
the Pushkar Bachao Samiti was no longer (Joseph 2007: 213). Critics of the hotel industry 
continue to exist—as is inevitably the case, given high levels of income inequality—though so 
many locals now have friends and family members who either work in, or own, a hotel. Indeed, 
hotels and their owners have for the most part woven themselves into the fabric of life in 
Pushkar, no longer seen as encroaching on the town’s sacred landscape. I will return to this topic 
                                                 
where Hindus claimed that the Babri Masjid was built from the ruins of a Hindu temple—and at the location of 
Ram’s birthplace—we have seen how the repercussions of such a claim can become violent. 
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later, though here I want to address the other great problem associated with the birth pangs of 
tourism: drugs.  
As the name suggests, Cannabis indica grows widely across the subcontinent, and has 
been used for various medicinal and recreational purposes since at least the second millennium 
BCE (Mathre 1997: 36-38). Hindus today consume marijuana during festivals—most notably 
Holi and Shivaratri—and for sādhus especially, it is a part of everyday life. It is also hugely 
popular for younger and backpacking-type tourists. As one Italian tourist put it, “everywhere I 
go, I’m offered a chai or a spliff.” They smoke it. They eat it. They drink it too, often in the near-
ubiquitous form of the bhāng lassi, a yogurt beverage mixed with spices and marijuana.6 This is 
an item on many a menu in Pushkar, labeled somewhat conspicuously as “Special Lassi.” Here is 
the transcript of a conversation I overheard in a restaurant—and one I assume replicates itself 
with verve across much of the town: 
Tourist: Can I have a Special Lassi? 
 




Waiter: How special do you want it? 
 
Tourist: Very special. 
 
In addition to its use, there is a whole marijuana aesthetic: both locals and tourists walk around 
wearing bandanas embossed with bright green cannabis leaves, and you can find a pipe on 
display everywhere; in the main bazaar, there are several hippie-art stores where you are just as 
likely to see a painting of a dreadlocked ascetic smoking from a pipe as one of Bob Marley 
puffing on a huge joint. So what brought the marijuana market to Pushkar, the pot-smoking 
                                                 
6 For a great piece of scholarship featuring the use of a bhāng beverage—in which the ethnographer describes a time 
when he consumed marijuana during a festival and subsequently lost his ability to recall the day’s events—see 
McKim Marriott’s “The Feast of Love” (1966).  
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hippie or the hash-toking ascetic? We cannot really know for sure, but this shared practice 
reveals a complex picture of cultural exchange and overlap. And although still an affront to the 
sensibilities of the older, more conservative members of the local community, marijuana tends 
not to present a huge problem for the younger people working within the tourism industry. Even 
when choosing not to partake, those of the younger generation have grown accustomed to 
tourists and their habits of consumption. 
Heroin’s story is sufficiently different to require special elaboration. For reasons related 
largely to geography and agriculture, India was brought into the network of international drug 
trafficking in the early 80s (Chande 1997: 387).  It was intended as a channel through which 
drugs could travel—as opposed to their final destination—but like any channel or conduit, the 
passage through India proved not entirely efficient. Some drugs never left. Heroin was one in 
particular that stayed beyond its welcome, making some rich and many more addicted across the 
subcontinent. Pushkar was not unique in this sense, though tourism provided an especially robust 
and constantly-refreshing market for the drug trade. Rick, a grey-haired hippie from Canada, 
referred to Pushkar in the 80s as a place famous “for the wrong reasons.” Christina Ann Joseph 
notes that the drug scene began to decrease after 1985—when the local police got more serious 
about cracking down on dealers and putting addicts in hospitals (Joseph 1994: 274)—though in 
1988 a report from The Times of India still referred to Pushkar as a “center for drug traffic” 
(Kumar 1988: 17). According to the article,  
Transactions worth lakhs of rupees take place at the time of fairs and festivals. Even the 
“pandas” are engaged in the trade. If a senior police officer is to be believed, the number 
of those involved in deals, directly or indirectly, is around 500... Smack has been the 
most sought after, followed by charas [hash] and ganja which are in demand by 
foreigners...The flourishing trade has led many youths to drug addiction, and drugs have 
claimed the lives of four youths during the past two years (17). 
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By all recent reports, and in my own observation, heroin use and abuse has steadily decreased 
since the 80s. The trade may still exist, though I have never been privy to such information. Of 
course, this in no way precludes the possibility of a persistent heroin market, though from reports 
in the 80s it seems hard to have missed.  
  While the problem of drugs no longer poses the kind of physical threat it once did—as in 
the peak of heroin’s popularity—many in Pushkar still feel a kind of existential threat from the 
effects of tourism. The term most commonly used is badnām, literally meaning “bad name” and 
connoting just that: a bad reputation. Locals of all stripes articulate concerns about their town 
getting a bad reputation, the possible sources of which vary widely. Drugs and alcohol are 
certainly included, though a range of other issues exist as well: many are particularly irked when 
tourists touch or kiss in public, an act that can still raise eyebrows even in India’s larger cities; in 
addition, locals deem the clothing of foreign women—often revealing legs and shoulders—to be 
inappropriate by conservative Rajasthani norms. Depending on whom you ask, the list goes on 
and on.  
In the 1980s, the District Magistrate and the local community responded to these 
potential sources of badnām by establishing a code of conduct. It notified foreigners that “in 
Pushkar, holding of hands or kissing in public is not permitted,” and that “ladies are kindly 
requested to wear proper clothes which cover themselves sufficiently, so as not to offend.” Here 
was the final statement, in all caps: “THESE RULES REFLECT ASPECTS OF THE HINDU 
RELIGION AND TOURISTS MUST UNDERSTAND THAT BREACHES OF THESE RULES 
CAUSE OFFENSE AND ARE AGAINST THE LAW” (Joseph 1994: 278)7. A somewhat less 
                                                 
7 As far as I can tell, these transgressions are not themselves actions declared illegal under criminal law, but one 
could potentially be charged, under Section 295 A of the Indian Penal Code, for example, for insulting or attempting 
to insult any religion or religious belief with the intention of hurting someone’s “religious feelings.”  
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aggressive code still stands today, painted on bright yellow signs all around the lake (Figure 19, 
below).  
 
Figure 19. Today’s Notice Board for Foreigners. 
The sign above, and the rhetorical distance between the earlier and later codes of conduct, 
represent a broader shift in Pushkar. Foreigners are no longer considered a monolithic and 
uniform detriment to society. More than half of the time that I asked my collaborators about their 
opinion of tourists—their behavior, proclivities, hair styles—I received a single response. They 
would raise one hand with their palm out, fingers extended, and say this: “five fingers, not the 
same.” The maxim conveys the fact that while some tourists do misbehave, we cannot judge 
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them all as one. It is an enchanting formulation—part mudrā, part mantra—repeated over and 
over, and transmitting a message of non-essentialism across the town.8  
Moreover, several collaborators expressed that their fears of Pushkar gaining a badnām 
came not from tourists at all, but from other locals. For priests and tour guides, the agents of 
Pushkar’s possible degradation are specific owners of hotels and restaurants. Similar to the 
situation decades before, these people are looked down upon for their cavalier nature when it 
comes to alcohol and drugs—selling, or using, or both—and are described as having a generally 
bad behavior. But Pushkar has also changed enough since the 80s that these very same critics 
now have family members or friends working in the service industry. Thus, whereas the past was 
characterized by a fairly consistent animosity towards the entire hotel industry, the situation 
today exhibits disdain for a few bad mangoes. In other words, five fingers, not the same. On a 
different side of the same coin, hotel and restaurant owners tend to blame the priests—and their 
purported greed—for any badnām in Pushkar. Reasons for this will become clearer in the 
following section. But again, such hostilities are very rarely directed against the occupation of 
the priesthood, or brahmans as a caste. Rather, it goes like this: five fingers, not the same.9 
Tourist Problems 
For the past few decades, the Rajasthani government has continued to see tourism as the 
primary means toward boosting the state’s economy. Major infrastructural development since the 
90s—in road, rail, electric, and water—has helped to make the state more manageable for 
                                                 
8 I have heard of this phrase being used in two other places, in Allahabad and Lucknow.  
 
9 We also see in these examples how a rhetoric of non-essentialism can simultaneously prevent locals from 
identifying structural problems in Pushkar, finding specific individuals culpable instead of the institutions or 
systems in which their work is situated. Because this dissertation makes no policy recommendations with regard to 
tourism management—and I think that such move would alienate my collaborators—I will simply note that there are 
in fact larger and more pressing considerations to take into consideration besides individual actors.  
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visitors (Henderson and Weisgrau 2007: xxxii). And tourists keep coming. Rajasthan hosted 
1,131,164 international tourists in 2005, making up 28% of total international tourism in India 
for that year (3,918,610) (Indian Ministry of Tourism 2006: 7).10 Of those who came to 
Rajasthan, 63,312 international tourists visited Pushkar (Sharma et al. 2011: 185).11 This comes 
to slightly more that 5% of total arrivals in the state, making plain the fact that although Pushkar 
is popular and constantly growing, Rajasthan’s tourism relies most heavily on its palaces, forts, 
and “heritage” (Henderson and Weisgrau 2007). Still, compare 63,312 to the 7,902 who came in 
1984 (Joseph 1994: 242).  
The factors leading to such a statistic are numerous. Most broadly, the Indian Ministry of 
Tourism—with its recent campaign since 2002, called “Incredible !ndia”—has tirelessly 
promoted the romantic appeal of Rajasthan, a land of mustaches, turbans, camels, white dunes, 
and brown bodies. We will address the romance of Rajasthan later in the chapter. 
Geographically, Pushkar is a short bus trip from Jaipur, which along with Agra and Delhi forms 
the oft-traveled “Golden Triangle of Tourism.” For tourists on packaged tours—and especially 
those on the “Golden Triangle”—Pushkar offers an easy experience of small-town India without 
being too far off the beaten path. But backpackers also visit Pushkar, people who rely either on 
advice from books like the Lonely Planet, or on word-of-mouth recommendations. This 
                                                 
10 This percentage reflects the fact that while Rajasthan may be quite popular, far more international tourists visit 
states with large cities like Delhi and Chennai. Also, many visit the Taj Mahal in Agra. The total number of 
domestic tourists to Rajasthan in that same year was 18,787,298 (95% of total tourism). See the following website:   
(http://www.rajasthantourism.gov.in/Rajasthan/About-Rajasthan/RajasthanGraph/Statistics-Of-Tourist.aspx). 
 
11 The total number of domestic tourists—which includes pilgrims—to Pushkar in 2005 was 1,548,600 (96% of total 
tourism). Despite the fact that international tourists are far outnumbered by the population of pilgrims moving 
through Pushkar every day, the town’s economy is shaped primarily by this wealthier international presence. Nor is 
this much of a surprise. Pilgrims tend to stay in Pushkar for no longer than a single night, and many visit the town 
for less than a full day. Tourists, on the other hand, stay for much longer, and sometimes for several weeks. 
Moreover, the amount of money a tourist is willing to spend on an air-conditioned hotel room or a meal is often 
several times greater than what most pilgrims would, or even could, spend.  
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contingent tends to see in Pushkar a place for relaxation, often involving but not requiring drugs 
and good falafel.     
Still, the increasing popularity of the town does not in any way imply a perfect tourist 
experience. Cultural misunderstandings do arise, encompassing everything from trivial 
befuddlement to serious distress. On the lighter side of things, I heard a fabulous story about an 
American tourist and a chai seller. Wanting tea for both himself and his wife, the American 
requested—in a kind of intentionally-broken English—“two cup tea” from the chai guy (chai 
wālā). But our Hindi-speaking chai purveyor heard “tu kapṭī” instead of “two cup tea,” the 
former being a particularly rude way of saying “you’re a cheat” (in Hindi, there are at least two 
more polite ways of saying “you’re a cheat”). Visibly flustered, the chai guy responded, “Well, 
your Dad is a cheat!” (are, tere bāp kapṭī). After some confusion and third-party mediation, the 
situation was quickly ironed out, and everyone had a good laugh.  
On the other hand, there persist far more damaging problems too, some that seem so 
entrenched as to be irresolvable. One complaint in particular niggles both sides, locals and 
tourists alike: the problem of the “Pushkar passport.” Here is an example. Nick and Dan came 
from the U.K. They arrived in Pushkar on the first day of the camel fair, having just spent the 
night on a 17-hour train from Mumbai to Ajmer. They managed to get on the bus to Pushkar, but 
their arrival quickly became an experiment in disorientation. The Lonely Planet noted that their 
hotel was just around the corner from the bus stand, but the local government had shifted the bus 
stand just two weeks before. While they were asking for some help, a person approached and put 
a few flowers in their hand; Nick and Dan were unaware, but this pretty mix of marigolds and 
roses meant that their morning just took a turn for the worse. A rickshaw driver agreed to go to 
the hotel, but brought them instead to the ghāṭs. Magically, the man who first offered them 
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flowers at the bus stand was already there, and he told them that every pilgrim or tourist must 
offer flowers to the lake and do a pūjā as soon as they arrive in town. They were split up, and 
two priests brought them separately to the shore. Paralyzed by the fear of unknowing—a position 
of which many tourists are too keenly aware—they went along with the proceedings. In the 
middle of their respective rituals, both were asked how much they would donate. After much 
arguing and anger, Nick gave 10 rupees. The priest scolded, “this red thread is a sign of respect 
for the town and our religion, it’s your Pushkar passport; you need to give me more money.” 
Feeling the hot irony of this “respect,” Nick refused. Dan was easier to sway, and he gave 700 
rupees in real defeat. An hour later and finally sitting at breakfast in their hotel, they told me 
their story. 
 Dan and Nick’s story was far from the only one I heard, though as a relatively extreme 
case it highlights the problem. Not every tourist gets scammed immediately, but it is indeed 
common for a foreign traveler to be given flowers by a seemingly random person in the main 
bazaar, and soon thereafter to encounter another person who, upon seeing the flowers, volunteers 
his services to do a pūjā at the lake. This is all for the “Pushkar passport,” a red thread similar in 
every way to the maulī tied around one’s wrist during a Hindu ceremony or festival, except that 
this one is part of a deeply coercive act driven with the intention of extracting money from 
people who are too intimidated to protest. Tourists walking with a “passport” can move freely 
throughout the town, their red thread telegraphing the fact that they have already paid. Those 
without it risk the possibility of being stopped or followed by men aggressively “offering” 
flowers.12 Ironically, Dan and Nick had every intention of performing a pūjā at the lake, and had 
even planned to take a holy bath there. In fact, what truly frustrated them was not the ritual itself, 
                                                 
12 On one occasion early in my fieldwork, a brahman man stopped me because my maulī was tattered and faded. I 
told him that I had done a pūjā in Pushkar a few weeks before—which was true—but he called me a liar, saying that 
I had surely gotten it somewhere else.    
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but the mid-ritual haggling. “It really wrecked it, I think,” remarked Dan, “because right in the 
middle I had to bargain the price down from 40 British pounds (~rps. 3,800) to 700 rupees.” 
Nick of course took a different route, and his offer of 10 rupees meant that he never got the red 
thread; the pujārī simply refused. The way Nick tells it, he saw the issue of money from the very 
beginning: “it’s just horrible, when you can see it in their eyes.”  
Money matters. This is true basically everywhere, but in Pushkar and many tourist 
destinations around the world, the nature of money’s flow makes for a particularly strained 
dynamic. By this, I refer to the ways in which Pushkar’s economy relies almost entirely on 
outsiders—whether they be tourists or pilgrims—for material gain. The occupations associated 
with tourism and pilgrimage include priests, tour guides, hotel owners, restaurateurs, wait staff, 
cleaning staff, grocers, and shopkeepers of every kind, all of whom depend on a very specific 
exchange between host and guest. While it seems difficult to ascertain the actual percentage of 
people tied to tourism, we can say without too much trepidation that the vast majority of 
Pushkar’s families have at least one member somehow engaged with this economy. As far as the 
relationship between locals and tourists, the dependency is further amplified by the fact that 
tourism here, both domestic and international, is seasonal. Depending on whom you ask, 
Pushkar’s season lasts anywhere from seven to nine months (with May, June, and July decidedly 
in the off-season), with most visitors coming around the time of the camel fair, in October and 
November. The camel fair serves as the true inauguration of the season, exciting locals about 
their potential profits and thus creating an atmosphere that is sometimes very charged—as before 
a storm.    
 According to several tourists with whom I spoke, money dependency—and subsequently, 
the urgency of making it—is a particularly troubling issue in Pushkar because of the town’s 
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purported sanctity. Alessandro from Italy said of his pūjā experience that it was a “holy thing 
that shouldn’t have involved money.” Zara from Canada voiced a similar opinion. She noted 
feeling like a “walking ATM” during her pūjā by the lake; her presiding priest even failed to 
clarify why she was doing a Hindu ritual at all: “he said something about Brahma, Vishnu, 
whatever.” As a seasoned backpacker, Will had witnessed hawking cultures across South and 
Southeast Asia, and thus considered Pushkar’s aggressive economy to be not inherently different 
from previous experiences. But he did see the “Pushar passport” as an usual example of “being 
hawked for religious purposes.” Echoing the sentiments above, he derisively called it “paying for 
salvation.”   
There are two complaints here that need not be conflated. On the one hand you have the 
kind of duplicitous behavior that can turn a handful of flowers into too many tears: the pressure 
and the ritual held hostage, the cruel appeal to one’s sense of respect when that is the one thing 
most lacking from the encounter. Academic integrity requires that such things be condemned, 
and many Pushkar locals agree. When I asked a priest on Brahm Ghāṭ about the “Pushkar 
passport,” he replied: “don’t talk about such things; this is a dirty issue (gandī bāt).” After some 
pressing, he added that pūjā should never be done aggressively, and if money is offered it should 
always be “with love” (pyār se). Another brahman named Pavan had a similar thought, saying 
that if priests continued to be so pushy with tourists, then their children would be jobless in the 
future. He talked about how words travel like vibrations throughout the world, and to avoid the 
bad vibrations that might come one’s way, a person should conduct oneself with love and real 
respect. And yet, even with people like Pavan condemning the “Pushkar passport,” the 
extortionary practice lives on.  
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This brings us to the second, and I think, less tenable complaint, namely that religion 
should not require a financial transaction. Earlier in the dissertation, I address the relationship 
between religion and economy, a pair hopelessly entangled like those beautiful depictions of 
Radha and Krishna in a lovers’ dance—no beginning or end between two bodies, no sign of 
release. For Hindu pilgrims, this relationship is not at all foreign. Ann Gold discusses the merit 
associated with using financial resources in the context of pilgrimage: “it is not easy for peasants 
to spend money, especially for selfless reasons. But on pilgrimage they constantly encounter 
paṇḍās and beggars who forcefully persuade them to loosen their purse strings, although they 
may struggle against it. However unpleasant the process may be, there is residual satisfaction in 
knowing that the money has gone for dharma” (1988: 291-292). Looking to Ann Gold and 
following from his own work in Banaras, Jonathan Parry goes even further: “I claim that there is 
a sense in which it is because—and not in spite—of the predatory panda that the pilgrims 
continue to come... Priestly rapacity is (implicitly) part of his [the pilgrim’s] bed of nails; and the 
more painful the renunciation, the greater the spiritual fruit” (1994: 121).13 
For non-Hindus who visit Pushkar—which is to say, those unfamiliar with the benefits of 
emptying their pockets while on pilgrimage—the interface of money and religion is difficult to 
accept, and doubly so when a priest demands money from you and not a person in the abstract. 
But we also need to recognize that such an idea poses a difficulty for tourists in part because of 
the assumptions they carry about Pushkar. Scholars have referred to this as the construction of 
“tourist imaginaries,” or “socially transmitted representational assemblages that interact with 
                                                 
13 Theoretically and theologically, Parry’s argument seems compelling. Practically, though, and in my own 
experience, it seems that pilgrims do not fully embrace this “bed of nails.” I favor Ann Gold’s interpretation, in 
which pilgrims simultaneously recognize the unpleasantness of predatory paṇḍās, and manage to justify the 
experience. Just as importantly, though, both of these examples demonstrate the extent to which religion and 
economy are coupled within the context of Hindu ritual, as well as the extent to which pilgrims expect some type of 
economic exchange.  
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people’s personal imaginings and are used as meaning-making and world-shaping devices” 
(Salazar 2012: 864). In short, these imaginaries are assumptions about what a tourist destination 
should be. The factors influencing such “complex systems of presumption” vary widely, from 
the tourism industry to broader ideologies of nationalism and Orientalism (Vogler 2002: 625). In 
contrast to Edward Said’s rendering of Orientalism (1978), in which primarily negative 
assessments of “Eastern” cultures align with the colonial project, the tourist imaginary of India 
today relies upon what Richard Fox labels “affirmative Orientalism” (1989). Although still 
essentially essentializing, this more positive type of Orientalism represents Indians and Indian 
culture as “religious,” “spiritual,” and “anti-materialistic.”14 
Importantly, the authors or agents of such a discourse are both Indian and Western, part 
of a dialectic rather than emerging from a single place. Thus in Pushkar, tourists and locals are 
playing much the same game in their desire to see the town as one where spirituality runs pure 
like some stream high in the Himalayas. Such ideas about a mystical India are programmed into 
the minds of tourists even before entering the country. Think of yoga culture in the U.S., with its 
deadly-serious namastes, and its talk of “chakra flows.”15 With regard to tourism, look no further 
than the Lonely Planet, which has this to say about Pushkar: “Despite the commercialism and 
banana pancakes, the town remains enchantingly small and authentically mystic.”16 This is a 
                                                 
14 A few tourists did, in fact, see beyond these Orientalist stereotypes and try to contextualize the relationship 
between money and religion. Roger, a retiree from Canada, thought that the massive wealth gap between tourists 
and locals was sufficient to make an unhealthy economic climate with really no one to blame. He added that 
sometimes a job is just that: “in my town, people have to chop wood; here, they have to do pūjā on the lake.” 
Similarly, a traveler by the name of Daniel saw at least some connection between tithing in his native churches in 
Germany and the brahmanical practice of collecting dān; as he put it, “religion isn’t free in Germany either.” Daniel 
nevertheless expressed some discomfort in directly paying a priest for his services, even with the recognition that the 
German model—in which the priest’s salary comes from church donations—amounted to the same thing.   
 
15 For an interesting treatment of Yoga and consumerism in the U.S., see Jain’s Selling Yoga: From Counterculture 
to Pop Culture (2015).  
 
16 http://www.lonelyplanet.com/india/rajasthan/pushkar.  
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fabulously interesting term—“authentically mystic”—and one that no doubt helps to produce a 
tourist imaginary of spirituality unfettered to worldly demands. Looking back to Will and his 
unease with “paying for salvation,” we can see how this imaginary conflicts with reality, and 
leads to a kind of cross-cultural cognitive dissonance. What strikes me as most salient here is that 
Pushkar locals too have a massive interest in spirituality, aiming to cultivate and maintain this 
ideal in hugely diverse ways. That is, anyway, the very heart of the dissertation. But at the same 
time, locals’ understanding of paradise—however varied it may be—fails in some places to map 
onto tourists’ expectations of the same.  
Maybe the best example of this transnational confusion is found in the topic of the Hindu 
priesthood, or said differently, the question as to who really is or is not a priest. This comes to 
light most explicitly in the startlingly common statement among tourists that they were duped to 
do a pūjā by a “fake priest.” I encountered a number of travelers who were sure that young 
Indian men in Pushkar—and especially those wearing tight jeans and button-up shirts—
pretended to be priests in order to make money swindling foreigners. Amazingly, it is even 
possible that tourists arrive in town with such assumptions already in place. Take, for example, 
the popular website Wikitravel, and its section on the Pushkar page entitled “scams”: “Scams are 
widespread in Pushkar, particularly around the lake. Most frequently, a ‘holy man’ will sit with 
you and go through a blessing. They will then ask how much you would like to donate to their 
‘charity’... Remember most of these so called Holy Men are nothing of the sort, be firm but 
polite and decline their invitation to pray for your family.”17 Interestingly, though, this warning 
fails to explain the much more complicated situation.  
In fact, Pushkar brahmans have a nearly-uncontested monopoly at the lake, and if there 
                                                 
 
17 http://wikitravel.org/en/Pushkar 
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were to be a challenge on their territory, it would come from the direction of other brahmans 
from places just outside of Pushkar. They are brahmans nonetheless. In reality, the lake is small 
enough and the community is tight-knit enough that an outsider—a “fake priest,” if you will—
would be recognized and likely chased away in haste. Not only that, but the training of brahmans 
for the priesthood is actually quite substantial, especially among the younger generation, many of 
whom have been trained in the basics of Vedic recitation and everyday rituals. Contrary to 
certain expectations, one simply cannot judge a brahman by his appearance. Take my 
collaborator Tinku, whom I mention in chapter two: he is under twenty, with inches of spiky 
black hair, a peach fuzz mustache, and a very in-vogue mullet. He wears jeans and shiny shirts, 
and kids around like a kid. He is also a committed Sanskrit student who can recite passages from 
the Yajur Veda and Bhagavad-Gītā with a flourish. A patron of any kind—tourist or pilgrim—
would be lucky to have Tinku as the presiding brahman of the ritual process, and yet he would 
undoubtedly receive the designation of “fake priest” from a person who knew no better.  
At the same time, this reality is hardly a comfort to foreigners. Instead of the relatively 
simple situation in which there is an individual who might be labeled and isolated and cast aside 
as a money-hungry fake, the actual case is more—and probably more depressingly—complex. 
All of the priests are “real,” and definitively so if we are simply talking about the brahman caste; 
if we are talking about who is actually trained to do the work, the situation is more varied. But it 
is also the case that the younger brahmans with the shinier shirts are actually more likely to have 
received a substantial Sanskrit education than many others.18 Those men, usually older men, with 
                                                 
18 There are two Sanskrit schools in Pushkar, one part-time, the other full-time. The part-time school is located on 
one of Pushkar’s main ghāṭs, with twenty or so students meeting for an hour every day usually around 5 P.M. Those 
students—ranging in age from ten to twenty-five—are all from Pushkar, and largely Parashar brahmans. They are 
trained by a local Parashar brahman, for free, to recite the Yajur Veda, and are taught about the basics of everyday 
rituals. The full-time school is on the outskirts of town, and has about fifty students, with only ten being from 
Pushkar. These students pay a tuition, and learn to recite from a number of different texts, including the Yajur Veda 
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white kurtā pājāmā and sandalwood paste smeared across their forehead may look “authentically 
mystic,” but their qualifications are hardly a guarantee. There are no “fake priests” to be exiled, 
no self-satisfied dusting of one’s hands; all the priests are real, and so are the sometimes-
extortionary pūjās that they perform. 
Priests, for their part, are not ignorant of how tourists perceive them. I have previously 
mentioned the Pushkar Priest Association Trust, a collective of local brahmans whose primary 
operations are located on Brahm Ghāṭ. Several priests of the Parashar subcaste formed the Trust 
in 1997 as a means to organize their community and to gain formal recognition from the 
Rajasthani government. As several collaborators told me, the impetus for the Trust emerged from 
a concern that they were perceived by outsiders as somehow lacking credentials. Unlike 
pilgrims, many of whom have long-standing connections with specific priests, tourists were 
unfamiliar with everyday Hindu practice. With no way of knowing who was who, or whether a 
particular person was qualified to perform a ritual, visitors from afar were skeptical of lakeside 
business. So these enterprising brahmans registered with the Devsthan Vibhag (The Department 
of Temples) through the government of Rajasthan, printed identification cards, and started 
presenting donors with those yellow receipts that I refer to in chapter one.  
A receipt seems a simple thing, but here it reflects far broader concerns about authenticity 
and professionalization. In order to dissociate from individual interests—and to cohere around a 
more professional cause—members claim that the Trust is a charity organization. Alleged in the 
receipt is that members of the Trust clean the lake, distribute food for festivals, provide help for 
cows, the poor, and the elderly. A person’s donation, as such, is meant to go to these causes 
rather than line the pockets of a priest. In defense of the Trust, I hasten to add that they do 
                                                 
and Bhagavad-Gītā. The primary teacher is a well-liked brahman from Maharashtra. Most of the students expect to 
become professional Sanskrit teachers after attending Sanskrit college. For further information on Sanskrit education 
in modern India, see Bhate (1996).  
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distribute free food during certain festivals. And as we have seen from the second chapter, 
brahmans do indeed clean the lake. I discussed these charitable duties with a senior priest on 
Brahm Ghāṭ, a person who more than most was disillusioned with his job and community. 
Removing the receipt from my field notebook, I prepared to pose a question about the Trust: 
 Drew: On the back of the receipt it says that... 
 
 Priest: No one does anything. 
 
 Drew: No one does anything? 
 
Priest: On the back of the receipt, whatever is written there, no one does it. Cleaning the 
lake, there are ten to twelve brahmans, they’ve started to do it. The rest are workers for 
the Municipality. But it’s not them [the Trust]. It’s written that they clean the lake, but 
there’s no maintenance. Everything goes in their pockets.  
 
This priest, who for obvious reasons will remain nameless, spoke not about some amorphous 
Other—a tourist or taxi driver or hotel owner—but about an association of which he is a 
member. I was unable even to ask my question, stopped short by his simple and immediate 
assertion that “no one does anything.” He mentions Mukesh’s group of cleaners, but just as 
readily points to the fact that they pick up trash around the lake independently of the Trust. Thus, 
his most damning condemnation of the Trust at large: “no one does anything.” This is a 
particularly biting analysis, suggesting that the very inspiration for the establishment of the 
Trust—that is, to build trust—is constantly undercut by its own actions.19 
 In the past many pages, I have highlighted certain features that some in Pushkar would 
rather not discuss. My point, though, is not that the dynamic between locals and tourists is 
irreparably damaged, or that institutions like the Trust are corrupt beyond saving. Rather, I 
discuss these features and fractures of the tourist landscape in order to bring up a broader point, 
                                                 
19 There is question as to how many people outside of the Trust really expect it to do the things that they claim. 
Pushkar’s other main Trust is that of the Brahma Temple, which one informant portrayed with this clever rhyme: 
“the Trust is bhraṣṭ” (the Trust is corrupt). Given locals’ general feelings about how power corrupts, it seems 
doubtful that most ever expected the Pushkar Priest Association Trust to do any substantial charity work.  
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namely, that so much of what causes this dissonance lies specifically at the horizon where 
different ideas about religion meet. For priests, Pushkar is heavenly not only because of its 
inherent sacredness, but also because of the priestly community and what they do on behalf of 
their patrons to propitiate the gods. The Trust, as such, serves as an entity of organization and 
authority, something that allows them to continue on their dhārmic duties. Tourists tend to see 
things differently. For younger backpackers especially—those twenty and thirty-somethings 
from Europe and North America who arrive at the bus station ready for hash, banana pancakes, 
and sunrise yoga—the brahmanical vision of religion and spirituality is far from compelling. 
Pūjās are ruined by fake and rapacious priests who demand too much money for not enough. 
This is not their idea of heaven. Indeed, the definition of heaven depends on culture and context, 
factors which—as Milton’s Lucifer puts it in Paradise Lost—“can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell 
of Heav’n (Book 1, lines 254-255). 
The World of Color 
Every year, a week or so before Pushkar’s camel fair, shops seem to emerge from the 
dust, turning the empty road around the Mela Ground into a short and feverish desert bazaar. 
Merchants come from all over to set up shop and sell their wares: toys, jewelry, devotional 
materials like small statues and brass ārti lamps, Rajasthani handicrafts of lacquered elephants 
and camels, leather shoes, blankets, farming tools, gorgeous and indecipherable ornaments for 
camels such as neon pompoms and ornate saddles, tapestries, puppets, bed sheets, wooden canes, 
and ceremonial swords. You can find service stands of every variety, some selling chai or 
sugarcane juice, others offering fried foods and sweets. There are teenage hawkers, disheveled in 
crumpled clothes and holding strings of cheaply-made and overpriced necklaces. There are 
kālbeliyā dancers—popularly called “gypsies”—who try to shake your hand so as to take hold of 
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it and apply henna for ransom prices. In the midst of this dusty dance, there is the spotless 
counter labeled “Tourist Information,” draped in blue fabric and protected from the sun.  
On this particular occasion, the counter was staffed with two young men in crisp clothes 
and carefully oiled hair. They had little to say by way of guidance, but invited me to consult the 
many informational pamphlets arranged on the desk in neat little piles, all English-language 
texts, all published by either India’s Ministry of Tourism or Rajasthan’s Department of Tourism. 
They had titles like “Pushkar,” “Celebrating an Experience: Rajasthan,” “Join the Revelry: 
Pushkar Fair,” or “Discover Rajasthan, Get Carried Away.” Nor did it really require an 
anthropologist’s eye to see that their cover images shared an obvious family resemblance. Most 
featured a stereotypical Rajasthani man—white clothes with a red or pink turban, an impressive 
mustache framing an angular jaw. Camels made a consistent appearance too. And a still 
significant minority showed the sun, usually setting, its light receding behind sandy dunes. 
Together, these individual images constitute a broader and more intentional “image of 
Rajasthan,” exoticism packaged and mobilized by the government in order to advertise for 
tourism. And yet, even more interesting than these images—something I did not discover before 
scrutinizing the pamphlets’ pages more seriously, and presenting a similar but more subtle 
exoticism—is that these little bounded advertisements all speak with remarkable consistency 
about one thing in particular: the camel fair, they say, is an event filled with color.  
Take, for example, the small pamphlet called “Ajmer/Pushkar” from the Ministry of 
Tourism’s “Incredible !ndia” campaign: “Pushkar Fair: A bustling fair full of life and zest, it is 
one of the largest cattle fair (sic) in the country held every year at Pushkar on Kartik Poornima 
(full-moon, October-November). The 12 day affair is considered to be the most colourful animal 
fair in the world.” Or, look at the state government’s guide for Ajmer and Pushkar: 
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The Pushkar Fair is overwhelming in its magnitude and is celebrated with great 
enthusiasm. It is easily one of the most spectacular and colorful fairs of India and famous 
the world over for its collection of colorful people, camels and cattle. Very few fairs in 
the world can match the vibrancy and magic of this fair. 
 
From the leaflet pictured below (Figure 20), we find this description:  
 
Once a year, at the time of the full moon of November, this sleepy town explodes with 
colourful crowd of hundreds of thousands of pilgrims and hoards (sic) of camels, cows, 
buffaloes and horses. The great Pushkar Fair is one of the world’s most dazzling 




Figure 20. “Pushkar” tourist pamphlet. 




Figure 21. “Discover Rajasthan” tourist pamphlet. 
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 The opening page of a booklet entitled “Join the Revelry: Pushkar Fair,” shown on the 
next page (Figure 22), declares the melā to be “the most colourful of them all.” The record is 
filled with these statements, from newspapers and tourist pamphlets to everyday observations on 
the ground. Such accounts note the fair’s magic, its vibrancy, its spirituality, its life, and these 
qualities are often tied up—bundled, like a gift—with a ribbon of color. Importantly, a good deal 
of this rings true: the Pushkar fair is indeed a colorful event. Thus my intention here is not to 
reject the discourse of color, but to investigate both what it achieves in terms of shaping 
perceptions of the camel fair, and how such a discourse aligns itself with the economic goals of 
the tourism industry.20 To that end, I am not so much interested in individual colors and their 
symbolic value—say, how white corresponds to purity, or red to blood. Rather, using Michael 
Taussig’s What Color is the Sacred? (2009) as inspiration, and working from his titular 
question—which he sculpts from Michel Leiris’ query, “what color does the notion of the sacred 
have for me?”—I believe that it is not any single color but rather color itself, when it saturates 
and brims, that forms the sacred exoticism of Pushkar’s fair. In what follows I explore two 
particular discourses of color, one from English-language sources emphasizing the exotic, the 
other from local perspectives—mostly in Hindi—and their focus on international diversity and 
religious sharing. 
 Although the melā has existed since at least the early nineteenth century, it was around 
the late 1960s that the international community took increasing interest in the event.21 Around  
                                                 
20 It is important to note that Joseph also discusses the marketing of the camel fair, and sees color as an important 
feature of that marketing (1994: 261-264). I more explicitly focus on color, where she sees it as part of an 
assemblage alongside keys words like “festive” and “traditional.” 
 
21 We do have examples of an international awareness of the fair in the colonial record. These are mostly small 
newspaper notices—usually no longer than a paragraph—in which the dates and conditions of the melā were listed. 
In the event of a cholera outbreak, readers were urged not to visit. Of long-form journalism preceding 1960, I have 
found two articles covering the fair: an article entitled “Fair at Pokhur,” in the Asiatic Journal of July, 1824, and 




Figure 22. Opening Page of “Join the Revelry: Pushkar Fair” tourist pamphlet. 
this time—before the glossy pamphlets adorned with Rajasthani mustaches, and long before the 
Incredible !ndia campaign—American newspapers started sending their staff to report on 
Pushkar’s fair. James Markham, in the January 8, 1969, edition of the Baltimore Sun, refers to 
the Pushkar melā as “India’s most colorful county fair,” and he ruminates on the idea that 
because “the desert countryside is so colorless, Rajasthanis, it is often said, make up for it by 
                                                 
William Knighton’s “Religious Fairs in India,” published by The Nineteenth Century: A Monthly Review, in May of 
1881.  
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dressing themselves in fantastically bold colors” (B2). Writing for the Washington Post, Lewis 
Simons adds that while “the camels blend in perfectly with the utter drabness of brown sand and 
scrub grass, the people of Rajasthan dazzle the eye and the mind” (1973: E1). A decade later, 
Louis Berney articulates a remarkably similar sentiment in the Washington Post:  
The sand was brown—soft and pale—and the thousands of camels sitting and straggling 
about were browner still. But from across the sun-splashed desert came dazzling flashes 
of color: red, orange and yellow turbans shimmering like sequins; green, purple and 
scarlet saris sparkling like fireworks... I had been lured to the Pushkar Fair—in the 
western Indian state of Rajasthan—by its reputation for hosting the most exotic camel 
trading extravaganza in the country. But it was the typically colorful dress of the 
Rajasthani nomads and villagers, coming together for a week of revelry, commerce and 
worship, that left the greatest impression on me (1986: E1).  
 
For these writers, the fair’s color is a matter of contrasts; the browns of the landscape and 
livestock make even more dazzling the clothes of Rajasthanis, men and women who out of the 
countryside and over the dunes form little rivulets of color toward Pushkar. Here it is the people, 
as much as the camels, that demand attention.  
Berney further argues that one cannot understand the camel fair from somewhere over an 
ocean, or from words on a page. Here he is again, very much in the tradition of the newspaper’s 
travel section: 
India—or any of its parts—is a land that cannot be viewed from afar. To look at India 
from a distance, whether it be across two continents, from atop a small mountain or 
through a self-imposed mental barrier, is to deceive oneself. India must be touched, it 
must be breathed. Never did this prove to be more true for me, after having lived in the 
country for almost two years, than at the Pushkar Fair (1986: E1) 
 
To see Pushkar close up, then, is to “experience the full, unsanitized vibrancy of India—its 
dazzling color, its deep piety...and, most of all, its enchanting incomprehensibility” (1986: 
E1+E8). Here, Pushkar enters into a metonymic relationship with the entirety of India—a small 
town that comes to represent the “full, unsanitized vibrancy of India.” An article from the Times 
of India makes a similar metonymic arrangement in the following passage: “If not faith, curiosity 
brought the foreigners as well in large numbers to the mela...which as one of them exclaimed, 
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sums up all that is India—the colour, the rugged surroundings, the vibrant costumes, the cattle 
trading...” (emphasis mine)(“A Fair to Remember” 1987: A1). So through the experience that it 
offers, the melā comes to constitute “all that is India.” Not only that, but we should return to 
Berney’s idea of India’s “enchanting incomprehensibility,” a phrase raising particularly high and 
bright red flags that Orientalism is at work. For the American readers of the Washington Post, it 
would not merit boasting if one’s own hometown were rife with incomprehensibility; only 
somewhere else can be enchanting in how little it makes sense. But the fact that Orientalism 
functions as a part of the apparatus of tourism and travel literature strikes me as less salient than 
the issue as to how the language of color in particular bolsters and undergirds these Orientalist 
fantasies. Here, I look to Michael Taussig’s What Color is the Sacred? 
 According to Taussig, color is a “polymorphous magical substance” (2009: 40), which is 
to say that it has depth and character far beyond the visual faculties. It is fluid, eliciting affective 
response and helping to structure the way we think. Within the history of “the West” in 
particular, Taussig believes color to possess a “combustible mix of attraction and repulsion” (9). 
In mundane existence, this means that New Yorkers love the idea of brilliant colors, but tend to 
wear sweaters the color of coal, dirt, and the deep blue sea. While Taussig’s central argument is 
multifaceted, he seems particularly interested in how this mix of attraction and repulsion 
functions within the colonial context, where Westerners see the colorful Other with both 
fascination and disgust. As in the previous chapter, I am hesitant to equate too quickly the 
workings of colonialism with those of tourism, but the situation in Pushkar is somewhat similar 
to what Taussig describes. First, of course, is the common dichotomy between East and West, 
which in the context of Pushkar’s tourism economy carries with it other essentializing 
distinctions—between spiritual and secular, exotic and familiar. But such a layering of 
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dichotomies cannot be complete without a touch of color, and more specifically, the clash of 
colorful versus colorless. As such, these pamphlets and newspapers depict the camel fair as 
offering a world that Westerners cannot access back home: one of spirituality, animals, exotic 
outfits, and yes, color.  
 But the color economy also works in ways divergent from the paradigm of sacred 
exoticism. People in and around Pushkar seem to maintain an alternative discourse of color, one 
that emphasizes diversity and sharing—separate but together, like shades of a rainbow. The first 
time I encountered this idea was when chatting with an officer of the Tourist Assistance Force 
(TAF), a quasi-police group run by the state government and assigned with the task of protecting 
and aiding tourists on their journeys through Rajasthan. This TAF officer was always a sight to 
behold, cutting quite the figure in beige fatigues, an upwardly-mobile mustache, mirrored aviator 
sunglasses, and a beret on top. Weeks before, we shared a juice and a laugh over the fact that he 
looked like a villain from a soap opera. Now we were at the Mela Ground, and he was scanning 
the crowds with admiration. “Colorful Pushkar,” he declared in English. He added with a wide 
smile: “pūre sansār ko dekh sakte hain” (you can see the whole world!).  
 I heard a similar refrain a number of times. The fair was colorful, definitely, but not just 
because of the Rajasthani peasants in their dazzling getup. This color was that of the world—
partly racial, but more a matter of different cultures rubbing elbows in celebration. Local Hindi 
newspapers corroborated this idea too. The Dainik Navajyoti of November 29, 2012 gives a 
whole page to the Pushkar Fair with this headline: “Satrangi Sanskriti kī Jhalak” (A Glimpse of 
Multicolored Culture). Unlike in the English-language pamphlets and newspapers, here the fair 
commands attention not simply because of women in their saris and men in their turbans—or 
even due to the camels—but because of people coming together. This is from the same article, on 
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“Multicolored Culture”: “In the fair, tourists and devotees from all over the world and the 
country come with their own culture and cultural attire, and they collaborate in the mixing of 
cultures” (2012: 6). Although not touching explicitly on color, the same paper in 2013 called the 
fair a “meeting of foreign and Indian culture” (“Desi-Videshī” 2013: 2), and the Rajasthan 
Patrika labeled it a “meeting of cultures” (“Retīle Dhoron me” 2013: 14).  
 Far more than the English-language material, Hindi newspapers emphasize the fair’s 
activities and competitions. The Dainik Navajyoti from November 10, 2013 published an article 
entitled “The Scene at the Mela Will Be Colorful” (Rangīn Hogā Mele kā Nazārā), but again, 
instead of covering Rajasthanis’ sartorial inclinations, it addresses more than anything the 
“multicolored cultural events and competitions” on display (rangārang sānskritik kāryakramon 
va pratiyogitāon...)(2013: 2). These events have proliferated in recent years, and have gradually 
incorporated foreigners. For example, the tug of war competition has been around since at least 
the late 1960s, though by 1990 it had changed from a match between “rival villages” to one 
between foreigners and locals (Markham: B2; Suraiya 1990: 25). Nowadays the events are 
endless. In addition to those where tourists are only observers—like the camel race, the camel 
dance, the horse dance, the camel decoration, the cattle competition, the temple dance, and the 
“rural sports” competition, to name a few—there are also events where international tourists play 
a significant role: the Indian bride competition, in which foreign women dress up in Rajasthani 
bridal wear; the local vs. foreigner soccer match; the mustache competition, in which a 
Rajasthani man with a 3-foot-long crumb catcher inevitably wins, but also in which at least one 
tourist with an amateur mustache competes and is let down gently; the turban tying competition, 
in which foreign women tie turbans on their male compatriots; as well as a number of Indian and 
Rajasthani games where foreigners are invited to play.  
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Of the fair’s many events, one in particular highlights the potentially religious color of 
cultural mixing: it is called the ādhyātmik yātrā, billed in the tourist guides as the Spiritual Walk. 
To a casual tourist the Spiritual Walk is an exciting parade—and a photographer’s dream—right 
in the middle of the fair’s busy schedule of events, but for the Hindu devout it serves as the 
official beginning of the melā. It falls every year on the morning of gyāras, the eleventh day of 
the lunar month, and the first of five days in which a dip in Pushkar-rāj opens up the heavenly 
realm. But the event is not for Hindus alone. As mentioned in the first chapter, ādhyātmik 
roughly corresponds to the word “spiritual,” a necessarily imperfect translation between two 
multivalent and context-sensitive words. Whatever its specific contours, ādhyātmik consistently 
implies a religious devotion unattached to the particularities of creed, sect, or denomination. 
Thus, everyone can have it, and no one can take it away. And this is very much the theme of 
Pushkar’s Spiritual Walk.22 
When I got to the parade’s starting place, crowds had already started to collect around the 
various “floats.” Some were pickup trucks with decorated beds; in them, school children dressed 
like the gods sat on cardboard thrones and polyester lotuses. There were also jeeps, vans, and 
pushcarts, all adorned with canvas signs, garlands, or other decorations.23 A number of cars 
represented Hindu groups and organizations: the Pushkar Ramayan Mandal Trust, who patronize 
and perform the yearly rāmlīlā (Ram play); representatives from the Gayatri Shaktipith temple in  
                                                 
22 Prithvi Raj, in his guidebook entitled Pushkar: A City of Spirituality and Peace (2006), claims to have pioneered 
the Spiritual Walk in 2005. That year, he planned and organized the fair as the Mela Magistrate. 
  
23 I am reminded of Richard Davis’ work on the Hindu right’s procession to Ayodhya in 1990, called the Rath 
Yātrā. Davis notes that certain, well-off informants from Delhi dismissed the procession as “Toyota Hinduism” 
(2005: 29). In Pushkar, though, friends and informants seemed excited by their Spiritual Walk, even with low budget 
decorations and minus Bollywood special effects. For an excellent volume on processions in South Asian religion, 
see Jacobsen (2008).  




Figure 23. Muslim man walking with his “float” in the Spiritual Walk. 
Udaipur; Brahma Kumaris from Mount Abu; members of the Gayatri Pariwar from Haridwar; 
and followers of the guru Achalanand Giri. Devotees of Achalanand held huge placards with a 
picture of their guru’s face accompanied by various inspirational aphorisms. One in particular 
struck me as relevant to the moment: “the religion of humanity is the most important. Human 
beings are first, then religion, then sects. Service to humanity brings good fortune to life.” True 
to the theme, there were also two vehicles from the Muslim community, one representing local 
Muslims in Pushkar, the other from the Garib Nawaz Sufi Mission Society in Ajmer. I 
approached a Muslim man waiting next to one of the vehicles—a heavily garlanded van with 
pictures of the Kaaba on the roof. He was from Pushkar, a regular of the Shahi Mosque, and 
owner of a laundry service in the main bazaar. He attended the Spiritual Walk every year, which 
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for him was not only an indication of the strong relationship between Muslims and Hindus in 
Pushkar, but also a sign of how people from all different religions can come together.   
We walked through the streets. Music blared from every direction, with sounds of electric 
xylophones pushed from ancient speakers competing with the off-rhythm drumbeats of tourists 
who had picked up percussion a few days before. Sikh men and women passed out sweets and 
threw flowers when the parade passed the Gurdwara. Foreigners of various stripes walked with 
and through the parade. Photographers moved in groups like schools of fish, bending and darting 
with every new opportunity for a snapshot. For much of the walk I held hands with “Guruji”—
the head instructor in Pushkar’s biggest Sanskrit school—which, through something like 
sympathetic magic, conferred upon me a VIP status I had never before experienced. Hands were 
shaken and waved, namastes were given. In the end, it was a diesel-fueled party with hundreds 
of people on the move. 
We can think of the Spiritual Walk as a spectacle, “a complex public display (on 
religious, historical, and social themes) intended to attract attention and arouse curiosity by 
virtue of its large scale and other dramatic features” (Lubin 2001: 379). And as Zain Abdullah 
notes, such spectacles act as prime locations for the construction and articulation of identity 
(2009). But what identity might be articulated in the Spiritual Walk? While walking along, 
Guruji remarked that the celebration—with the costumes, the music, the excitement—was 
designed above all else to “bring spiritual awareness to everyone’s heart.” Most noteworthy is 
the desire to reach “everyone.” Thus, the identity being articulated was not one circumscribed by 
the boundaries of others, but that of a unified human community—a rainbow coalition in 
celebration of religious diversity. Indeed, the following day a local newspaper summed up the 
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event with this headline: “Ādhyātma Ke Rang, Sanskritiyon Kā Milan,” “The Colors of 
Spirituality, the Mixing of Cultures. (2012: 10). 
So what are the stakes of the color question? Over the past several pages I have shown 
how color possesses an impressive interpretive range, or said differently, it does serious work. 
There no doubt exist multiple ideas about color that run through the Pushkar melā, though I have 
highlighted two discourses in particular. The first is a discourse of colorful exoticism, 
constructed and maintained through travel writing and the tourism industry. Such a discourse 
involves the commodification of culture certainly, though more specifically it reveals the 
commodification of color. Agents of the tourist economy transform color into an object for sale, 
a thing that carries with it notions of magic, vibrancy, Otherness, and experiences that are more 
real than your own reality. Again, central here is the idea that tourists, even when experiencing 
Pushkar to the fullest, will remain fundamentally apart from what they see; color resides solely in 
the Other.  
The second discourse involves a different color economy, one in which the fair’s 
attractions are less tethered to the image of Rajasthanis in their dazzling clothes, and instead 
framed with the language of cultural mixing. This is the local way of thinking about color. Here, 
foreigners cannot merely make objects of the people and surroundings of the melā, but instead 
are drawn into it. They become part of the fair, adding to the diverse world of color. In truth, no 
one can exist outside of the multicultural rainbow, and so all are objects of its articulation. Such 
a discourse provides at least some resistance to the idea of exoticism, showing how locals can 
both engage with and reshape otherwise dominant narratives. The Spiritual Walk serves as a 
prime example: it marks an expression of shared spirituality made only possible by tourism, and 
yet linking together spheres of religion and economy in a way totally outside of the possibilities 
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provided by tourist pamphlets or travel writers. Ultimately, I think it is this kind of discursive 
creativity—a kind of alchemy with Taussig’s “polymorphous magical substance”—that 
continues to color the life of Pushkar. 
 
Figure 24. Tourists drumming for the Spiritual Walk.  
Photographing the Fair 
 “Welcome, Pushkar Fair 2012.” The message greeted me as I reached Brahm Ghāṭ for the 
fair’s first māhā ārti (sunset ritual), its letters spelled out on the marble floor in colored powder. 
As the sun fell below the horizon, sari-clad women carried silver plates of dīyās, miniature clay 
lamps with cotton wicks dipped in mustard oil. They placed the lamps all over the ghāṭ. Bigger 
lamps still were readied for the ritual itself. Ārti serves a number of religious purposes, but most 
viscerally it pushes back the gathering darkness; it is illumination. Facing the lake, two brahman 
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men held a lamp each—candelabra-like contraptions of shined brass and fire—and moved them 
in a clockwise fashion. My big sister Madhu was standing next to me, holding a tiny lamp of her 
own and passing it around to nearby tourists. Men and women sang the ārti hymn. And every 
few seconds, the entire scene were punctuated with the dizzying contrast of some synthetic pulse. 
Click, Flash. Click, Flash. Cameras flared everywhere and nowhere, lighting the way in a 
manner totally alien to that of the ārti lamps. Madhu noticed too: “for every Indian here,” she 
said, “there is a foreigner taking pictures.”  
 
Figure 25. Tourists photographing Rajasthani women at the Mela Ground. 
Cameras are everywhere at the melā. Some are cheap and low-quality phone cameras, 
others are compact digital cameras for the casual user, and a good few are professional grade 
cameras with zoom lenses the size of small children. Moreover, contrary to Madhu’s statement, 
there is almost no demographic without one: foreigners, domestic tourists, locals, pilgrims, 
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peasants, men, and women—every group has access to some type of camera.24 In his book 
Photography and Anthropology, Christopher Pinney poses a question extremely germane to the 
above situation: “if everyone has a camera, is there any role, any longer, for the anthropologist 
with a camera?” (2011: 11). To this, my tentative answer is yes: the role—or my role, anyway—
is to turn the lens in a new direction, both physically and theoretically, and become a 
photographer of photographers. By way of concluding this chapter-as-kaleidoscope, I explore the 
cultural world behind the process of seeing beauty, twisting the lens, and capturing the perfect 
image.  
After the ārti ceremony, I told Madhu that “it’s true, “foreigners are crazy for their 
cameras.” “No,” she replied. “it’s not crazy. If I were to go to America, everything would seem 
different (alag lagtā hai), and I would do the same.” Indeed, the idea of capturing a sense of 
difference is a compelling one, and in part accounts for the fact that photography has long been a 
constitutive feature of what it means to be a tourist (Larsen 2005; Thompson 2006; Hoelscher 
2008; Robinson and Picard 2009). In this sense, tourists in Pushkar are no different. One visitor 
said that the fair was “meant for photography,” while another was similarly delighted to find 
“one National Geographic moment after another.” A professional photographer from Delhi who 
has done shoots at the melā for a number of years explained Pushkar’s attraction for the 
international crowd, saying that the fair is “an amazing, exotic, Oriental experience; what more 
could you ask for? Sand dunes, camels, horses, dancing girls, sadhus.” As mentioned earlier, 
these types of images form the “image of Rajasthan.” In this image world, “Rajasthan” is less a 
region and more a collection of visual tropes that both represent a particular destination, and 
                                                 
24 Interestingly, this kind of near-universal access is true too of cell phones. In my experience at least, a snake 
charmer is just as likely to have a cell phone as a business man. For more information on the fascinating story of cell 
phones in India, see Robin Jeffrey and Assa Doron’s Cell Phone Nation: How Mobile Phones Have Revolutionized 
Business, Politics, and Ordinary Life in India (2013).  
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simultaneously signify a set of associations—in this case, that of an amazing, exotic, and 
Oriental experience.25   
 
Figure 26. A tourist trying to get the right angle on a distant camel. 
And yet, unlike the experience articulated by Louis Berney in his Washington Post 
article—where merely going to Pushkar allows a person to participate in “the full, unsanitized 
vibrancy of India”—the type of experience connected to the art and act of photography is quite 
different. Here, an experience is valued not solely by the quality of enjoyment and pleasure had, 
but also by the quality of pictures taken, and by the possibility of those pictures being seen by 
others. Take, for example, a group of Californians I met while they were preparing for a camel 
safari. As each person mounted his or her respective camel, others took dozens of pictures of the 
                                                 
25 For further consideration of Rajasthan and the construction of identity, see The Idea of Rajasthan: Explorations in 
Regional Identity (Schomer et al. 1994).  
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whole process—highlights here are shots of the awkward saddling, and then the surprised face as 
the camel lurches violently forward. One woman rose in her camel throne, looked out at the 
horizon, and declared: “I can’t wait to get back home and see the pictures!” I felt the urge to say, 
“you’re on a camel right now!,” but decided to save the snark for my fieldnotes.  
The next day, I observed a similar scene: a tourist was riding a camel toward the dunes, 
taking pictures and then typing on his iPhone for a minute or two. In a particularly curmudgeonly 
mood, I apprised my friend Will of the situation: 
Drew: Hey, look at that guy.  
Will: He’s probably on Facebook writing “I’m on a camel!!!” 
Drew: Shouldn’t he be looking up or something? 
Will: Yeah, but riding a camel is really boring.  
Charitable and understanding, Will was entirely undisturbed by the tourist’s actions. But more 
abstractly, he also saw what I failed to, namely, that experiences need not be constrained to the 
present, nor limited to the individual. To focus more on one’s camera (or iPhone) than on a 
camel ride—that is, than on the present—does not necessitate the impoverishment of experience, 
but rather implies its deferral. It includes the experience of seeing friends’ reactions when 
showing your pictures and recalling your time away, or that of refreshing your Facebook feed 
every few minutes in order to see how many “likes” you have acquired (Crawshaw 1994: 14). 
The camel ride—however boring in the doing—gains meaning as its image spins out into the 
ether, gradually becoming less your experience and more everyone’s.  
 John Urry coined the term “tourist gaze” as a Foucauldian approach to understanding the 
appropriative, objectifying, and power-invested nature of the tourism industry (1990). The gaze, 
which “is constructed in relationship to its opposite, to non-tourist forms of social experience and 
consciousness,” can work to influence or control local behavior, and is derived from Western and 
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capitalist spheres of power (1). And if vision itself constitutes a mode of discipline, then 
photography too involves the construction of desired bodies, dispositions, and aesthetic choices 
(Crawshaw and Urry 1997). For example, I am thinking of a particular sadhu at the camel fair: 
he was sitting in the middle of the street by the Mela Ground, contorted in a difficult yogic 
posture—begging bowl in front—as hordes of tourists came by and took pictures. He sat there 
for at least half an hour, and over that period was constantly swarmed by photographers. Sadhus 
live in and visit Pushkar year round, though are normally found drinking chai and smoking hash 
while relaxing on plastic chairs outside of restaurants. We cannot know for sure whether this 
individual was more a “yoga sadhu” or a “plastic chair sadhu,” but it is undoubtedly the case that 
he went to that particular road amid bustling crowds for the purpose of being seen. It was under 
this photographic gaze that he comported himself in a particular way, and performed for the 
viewing public.  
At the same time, I want to distance myself from any analysis that renders the gaze 
unidirectional. Rather, Darya Maoz’s notion of the “mutual gaze” seems a more robust 
representation of what happens in tourism climates (2006). Complicating Urry’s theory, Maoz 
sees a “complex, two-sided picture, where both the tourist and local gazes exist, affecting and 
feeding each other” (222.) As discussed in my conversation on color, foreigners too become an 
integral part of Pushkar’s camel fair; they are the spectacle as much as anything else. And yet, as 
with Maoz’s research on Israeli backpackers in India, foreigners in Pushkar rarely recognize the 
possibility of a “mutual gaze” (229). Nowhere is this more clear than in instances of Indians 
photographing tourists. I constantly encountered foreigners, and especially young women, 
chiding Indian men for taking pictures of them without their permission. These women simply 
could not stomach the idea of other people—often poor people—taking their picture. Moreover, 
Thomases                                                                                     
 
202 
these were tourists who, in almost every case, had cameras of their own and photographed others 
indiscriminately. Now, there is an important sexual component here, as the Rajasthani public 
sphere often fails to accommodate and protect foreign women. In the context of unwarranted 
sexual advances, photography is of course unacceptable. But this was clearly not the case in 
every instance, when Indian pilgrims or locals simply wanted to return home with pictures of 
tourists. Indeed, if we were to follow Maoz’s line of thought, it would seem that these recently-
photographed tourists fail to see themselves as part of the spectacle, fail to see that the gaze 
works both ways. Such a failure of perspective, I argue, stems from a common expectation—one 
undergirded by ideas concerning Western power and privilege—about what constitutes the 
tourist experience: in an idealized, picture perfect world, tourists photograph locals and not the 
other way around.26  
And yet, as this chapter has sought to make clear, Pushkar is not a picture perfect world. 
By that, I mean at least two things. First, I concede that the tourism economy does not yield the 
fruits of brotherly harmony in the way that many envision. Although no longer characterized by 
animosity, the relationship between locals and tourists remains strained at times, and with both 
sides favoring their own perspective. Second, and perhaps more importantly, Pushkar cannot be 
picture perfect because it is not a museum diorama in life-size scale. Of course, no tourist 
destination really is, but my point is that in Pushkar, tourists are more than mere observers; they 
are part of the fair. Without tourists—with their own cultural garb and foreign color and 
photographability—the melā would not be what it is. Said differently, the very fabric of the fair 
is woven with the warp and woof of Indians and foreigners. Both participate, and both act within 
the confines of particular—sometimes contradictory—discourses. Both agree on the importance 
                                                 
26 Certainly not every tourist was scandalized by the idea of having his or her picture taken, and in those cases the 
issue would likely not have come up in conversation. Still the sheer number of people who expressed this concern to 
me—and often without my asking—makes it noteworthy.   
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of color, but not on what it means. Both agree that the fair is eminently photographable, but not 
necessarily on whom or what to photograph. This is life in the kaleidoscope, where perspective 











July 10, 2010:  
I follow Ashok out of the narrow alleys of Pushkar’s bazaar, and into the outskirts of 
town. At a crossroads lies a tea stand, where turbaned farmers with leather faces drink opium-
water and smoke cigarettes; and just past it, red sandstone rises out of the yellow desert. At first a 
wall, and then a small door—an opening really—from which a square pool of water becomes 
visible. From all four sides, an elaborate set of sandstone steps descends gradually into the water. 
Red meets green, and the beautiful contrast is barely diminished by a floating bag of chips and 
paper scraps. The whole place is empty, not a soul. But on the northeastern wall are hundreds of 
stone mūrtis, or statues, looking out on the water like lifeguards at the beach. They are broken 
and bruised, paint gone or fading, all haphazardly placed in a row; it is a graveyard of gods. 
Durga stands missing her hand, Vishnu has lost his crown, and a mystery god has been deprived 
of his arms and head, now sitting in oblivion without name or recognition. I approach the gods 
with hesitance, though I am especially drawn to a mūrti of Shiva, a bust that has been cleaved 
from the rest. Shiva’s face is adorned with a majestic mustache, curled up at both ends, whiskers 
locked in stone. I look at Ashok, saying: “He has a nice mustache, no?” Ashok’s reply: “Yes, he 
does.” 
~ 
 The above passage is written, with some edits, from a fieldnote penned in the summer of 
2010. It is about a place just outside of Pushkar where locals go to deposit their mūrtis when they 
are too broken or worn. For all the curiosities and peculiarities of the place—“why did Ashok 
bring me there?”, “how do people decide when a mūrti can be thrown away?”—the first thing I 
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thought about was that mustachioed bust. It caught my eye as something really worth noting. A 
mustachioed man myself (at least at the time), I felt a particular magnetism toward Shiva’s 
image, almost like the attractive forces that bring together two atoms in a covalent bond. A silly 
thing, I know. But here it is less a joke than evidence of the fact that in ethnography, we make 
our own archive. Yes, our work is inevitably limited by what lies before us in the world of color 
and smell, and by what our friends and collaborators say about their world, but each 
ethnographic moment is rendered noteworthy by our decision to take a note. In short, we write 
about what draws us in. This is all to say that the past many pages do not pretend to offer the 
final or definitive statement on Pushkar; rather, this dissertation about Pushkar is really my 
dissertation about Pushkar, steeped in particular conversations—especially those within the field 
of religious studies—and focused on what I find interesting. But there is plenty still to study. In 
this conclusion, I will briefly summarize the dissertation’s four body chapters, and then propose 
other possibilities and alternative orientations for further research.  
Dissertation Recapitulation 
My work resides within a Venn diagram of disciplinary boundaries, in that central region 
where religious studies, anthropology, and South Asian studies meet. South Asia has been a 
home—both physical and intellectual—for several years now. My research entails serious 
engagement with subjects and ideas unique to life in South Asia, and thus a commitment to area 
studies has been an essential part of that process. But in South Asia, ethnography is what I do; it 
is my deep hanging out, my flânerie, my chats with chai. Even more centrally, though, I am a 
scholar of religion. This does not mean that I unduly privilege religion over every other 
analytical category; the impulse to see religion everywhere necessarily empties it of impact and 
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meaning. What it does mean is that I aim to ask the kinds of questions, and enter into the kinds of 
debates, that have implications in the field of religion, and are important to the scholars therein.  
To that end, chapter one explores Pushkar’s brand of sanātan dharm, a term with a rich 
history in modern South Asia, and whose contours raise challenging questions about religious 
universalism, moneyed interest, and politics. In particular, I ask whether the promises of 
religious sharing and belonging—what I call “brothering”—can be really real within the context 
of tourism and religious nationalism. Tourism no doubt inspires and drives locals—and 
especially brahmans working in the industry—to see similarity in a world that might otherwise 
maintain difference, but this does not presuppose that efforts in brothering are disingenuous. 
Rather, given the fact that religion and economy are often intertwined entities, we have to accept 
the possibility that a person could be religious, inspired by profits, and genuine all at the same 
time. With regard to the politics of sanātan dharm, I suggest that we apply a hermeneutics of 
sympathy in order to carve out some discursive space between muscular Hindu nationalism—
with its explicit anti-Muslim rhetoric—and Pushkar’s brand of universalism, which is most 
definitely imperfect but nevertheless gestures at the possibility of human belonging in the face of 
religious difference.  
Chapter two highlights one of the most explicit, and physical, ways in which locals can 
help to make Pushkar paradise. It steps away from the topic of tourism, exploring instead local 
efforts to keep the lake clean.1 I look to a small group of men who, after years of being frustrated 
with government inefficiencies, and plainly seeing the material conditions of the Kali Yug, have 
taken upon themselves this daily duty. Central here is the topic of ritualization. Calling upon 
Catherine Bell’s work in Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, I highlight the ways in which particular 
                                                 
1 The second chapter is not entirely unrelated to tourism, insofar as tourism serves as one of a number of effects—
along with climate change and general developmental pressures—that have lead to the degradation of Pushkar lake. 
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ritual activities on Pushkar lake—like circumambulation or feeding animals—become yoked to 
environmental efforts there. Thus, environmentalism becomes ritualized as an aspect of Hindu 
living. As far as paradise is concerned, I conclude with the idea that cleaning the lake is both an 
activity born out of the understanding that Pushkar is paradise, and also one which 
simultaneously sets paradise in the making. Indeed, the fact that sacred space is constructed does 
not negate the need for upkeep; Mukesh and his group of cleaners do just that.  
Although ostensibly about Brahma, chapter three more centrally deals with the subject of 
comparative religion. In particular, I look to two different instances of comparison—one 
historical, the other anthropological—in order to get a better sense of how commonsense 
assumptions about religious similarity and difference are produced. At a kind of fundamental 
level, comparison acts as an inherent part of social formation: they are like us, he is not like me, 
etc. And yet scholars like J.Z. Smith (1990) and David Chidester (1996) have importantly 
demonstrated that such declarations are also historically situated. For Chidester especially—who 
looks to missionaries and colonial figures in southern Africa and how comparative religion on 
“the frontier”  justified campaigns of racism and violence—the historicity of comparison betrays 
a troubled past, as well as a modern and academic complicity. For its part, my work approaches 
the topic from a somewhat different angle. In studying the European “discovery” of comparative 
trinities, I focus on how certain ideas emerging from the comparative project—like the idea that 
Hinduism has three main gods—endure even today. Here, I am less concerned with academy’s 
complicity in colonialism than how generalizations brought on from the ease of comparison can 
persist despite academic intercession. Such is the power of comparison. The second part of the 
chapter takes yet another approach, thinking about comparative religion within an 
anthropological context, and positioning it as an aspect of lived practice. These Hindu 
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comparativists come not from the Western intellectual tradition—either as Orientalists or 
contemporary scholars—but from Pushkar’s tourism industry. Admittedly, the chapter makes 
only preliminary steps toward exploring what a Hindu comparative project might look like, but I 
aim to have initiated a conversation about refocusing comparison in an ever-widening frame.  
Addressing a number of topics related to tourism and Pushkar’s annual camel fair, 
chapter four most simply explores competing ideas of paradise. What is paradise? Is Pushkar it? 
If so, why? While locals themselves disagree as to the nature of Pushkar’s greatness—whether 
because of brahmans, or Brahma, or the town’s sense of “peace”—the truly striking contrast is 
between those who call Pushkar home, and international tourists. For the latter, and especially 
the backpacker types, Pushkar is a place for relaxation: for hanging out, eating falafel, and 
smoking spliffs. In fact, it is a great tourist destination in spite of the fact that money-grubbing 
brahmans shove flowers in foreign hands and demand pūjās at ransom prices. Locals, of course, 
interpret this quite differently. They expect their religious duties as brahmans to coincide 
seamlessly—and without moral qualms—with their financial gains; A pūjā is not a scam, but a 
ritual action with powerful and effective results. For these brahmans, the thing that most 
threateningly impinges upon life in Pushkar is, actually, the tourism industry. The two groups do 
agree at least on one thing: the camel fair is colorful. But again, the value of color changes 
depending on whom you ask. I focus on two different discourses of color: the first is predicated 
upon an Orientalist vision of the “mystic East,” a place of vibrancy and experience and 
spirituality—a place of life itself; the second represents the local perspective, where color is a 
symbol of diversity and religious harmony. Ultimately, the color economy shows not only the 
extent to which ideas of religion and economy are entangled and co-produced, but the fact that 
such productions are themselves varied and with shifting implications.  
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Binding this all together is a hermeneutic of sympathy. My aim here has been to take 
seriously the claims made by people in Pushkar—claims about themselves and their town, how 
they view others, and how their religious lives fit into the globalized world. It is easy, I know, to 
write off people wrapped up in the tourism industry, with their stock phrases locked and loaded, 
and the material benefit they obviously gain from speaking about a heavenly world of harmony 
and belonging. But I have tried to argue what I truly believe, namely, that the people with whom 
I spoke actually meant the things that they said. To think otherwise, and to label them somehow 
inauthentic or unreal, is to bring upon the academy an impoverished vision of human striving. 
Even in a world imbued with power, people can still be good—and hope for better—without an 
ulterior motive. And really, if one were not to believe, as I do, that locals mean what they say, 
that does not diminish the reality that these discourses exhibit new articulations of Hindu religion 
in modernity. Such articulations deserve serious consideration and demand academic attention no 
matter what.  
Pushkar, Looking Forward 
 So what’s next for the study of this tiny pilgrimage place? There are perspectives not 
fully investigated in this dissertation that still demand attention, as well as a few topics—separate 
from the idea of making Pushkar paradise—that invite further exploration. As far as the 
“perspective” angle, there are two important voices that have within this project remained mostly 
muffled: that of women, and that of the lower castes. What are the narratives that these groups 
have about their town? Do such narratives run counter to those of the dominant brahman 
community, or do they align with broader paradigms about making Pushkar paradise? Do 
women—high and low caste—articulate notions akin to “sistering”? How do lower caste 
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communities negotiate or contest the conservative norms and upper caste discourses that dictate 
life there? Such questions warrant analysis in a future project.  
 Aside from such perspectives, I am also interested in the dynamics of Israeli tourism. The 
topic has garnered some academic interest (Noy and Cohen 2005; Maoz 2006), but not yet in 
Pushkar. These are young men and women who, after a few years of military service with the 
IDF, backpack across various parts of the world—mostly Latin America, Southeast Asia, and 
India—in order to unwind. Their presence in Pushkar is met with distrust from locals, due to the 
common perception of Israelis as cliquish, rude, and always on drugs. Still, they continue to 
come, and at one point their presence was large enough to warrant the establishment of a Chabad 
House on the outskirts of town. What are the religious lives of Israeli tourists? Does Pushkar’s 
religious landscape affect their experience of the town, or are they there for more secular 
pleasures? I attempted to answer these questions over the course of my research, but in addition 
to being denied entry to the Chabad House, I found the Israeli tourists both insular and 
distrusting of my prying questions.2 As such, this project awaits an ethnographer who can more 
easily position him or herself within that community.    
 In looking forward to a Pushkar of the future, perhaps the biggest issue involves the 
younger generation of priests and tour guides. My dissertation speaks quite a bit about Pushkar’s 
youth, but not exclusively. In truth, I did not realize how many of my collaborators were twenty-
somethings until I began sorting through my research in preparation for writingwork. But the 
youth culture of Pushkar does, in and of itself, deserve some academic attention. The tight jeans 
                                                 
2 When I first went to the Chabad House, Indian security guards stood outside. They were first posted there in wake 
of the 2008 attack on the Chabad House in Mumbai. After chatting with the guards, and entirely on friendly terms, 
they denied me entry based on the fact that I was not Israeli. Later, I learned that there are no such national 
requirements for entry, but because the guards knew who I was, I felt compelled to stay away.  
 
Thomases                                                                                     
 
211 
and iridescent shirts, the spiky mullets and Justin Bieber songs, the Sanskrit learning and pūjā 
services, the global thinking in a tiny town, the Diet Coke and Maggi noodles, the motorcycles 
and arranged marriages: how do these things all fit together, seemingly seamlessly? But for me, 
the biggest question is this: what happens when they all grow up? More specifically, when these 
twenty-somethings have kids that themselves turn into twenty-somethings, do the parents turn in 
their shiny shirts for the crisp kurtā pājāmās of today’s paṇḍās and pujārīs, or do they forgo the 
priestly life and remain tour guides? How would such a transformation reshape Pushkar’s 
religious landscape? For now, anyway, these questions are unanswerable. But this is something 
to take pleasure in, I think—a kind of great leveler for trying to understand the future of this little 
town. Indeed, in the same way that my collaborators’ grandparents could never have envisioned 
the Pushkar of today, I am not in the position to envision the Pushkar of many tomorrows.  
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